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Indian accounts of anatomy from the early centuries of the Common Era display a 

shared desire to enumerate the parts of the human body.  Two such accounts occur in the 

foundational texts of āyurveda — the Caraka-saṃhitā and Suśruta-saṃhitā — and another in 

the Buddhist commentarial text, the Visuddhimagga.  Scholars have mined these medical 

sources in particular to determine the extent and accuracy of anatomical knowledge in 

ancient India.  But little has been done to understand the logics that these sources apply in 

dismembering, enumerating, and rearranging the body.  A close reading reveals three 

distinct ways by which the materiality of the body could be interpreted in ancient India to 

conform to broader ideologies and epistemologies.  Moreover, through examining both 

āyurvedic and Buddhist sources, it soon becomes clear that generalizations like “religion” and 

“medicine” mask the constellation of complex and often-overlapping concerns present in 

these various studies of anatomy.    
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All is confusion for you in the symptoms which, refusing to yield up their meaning, offer you a 
succession of incoherent phenomena.  Open up a few corpses: you will dissipate at once the darkness 
that observation alone could not dissipate. 
 

Marie François Xavier Bichat, Anatomie Générale 
  

 

Introduction: Dividing the Body, Arranging the Parts 

 

Textual evidence from the early centuries of the Common Era demonstrates that 

learned men in India were opening up bodies for the sake of acquiring knowledge.  A 

famous sūtra in the Suśruta-saṃhitā provides detailed instructions on how to prepare a corpse 

for dissection.  First the body is placed in a cage, then immersed in a flowing stream for a 

week's time.  Afterward, with just a bundle of grass, one can rub the skin away, and “all the 

primary and secondary components, inside and out, beginning with the skin, may be 

examined with the eyes” (tvag-ādīn sarvān eva bāhyā-abhyantarān aṅga-pratyaṅga-viśeṣān 

yathoktān lakṣayec cakṣuṣā) (III.5.49).1  It was not just physicians who performed such 

studies, nor was it only through perception that they engaged the corpse.  In a passage of 

the Visuddhimagga giving instructions for mental reflection on the body, Buddhaghosa 

instructs the practitioner to 

insert his knowledge between the inner skin and the bone of the skull as if he is 

inserting his hand between a sack and bowl put in that sack, and should determine 

                                                
1 References in this thesis to the Suśruta-saṃhitā are based on the edition of  J. Trikamjī and N. Rām (1998). 
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the inner skin of the skull by breaking the bond of the inner skin with the bone 

(thavikāya pakkhitta-pattassa ca thavikāya ca antarena hattham iva sīsa-aṭṭhikassa ca sīsa-

cammassa ca antarena ñāṇaṃ pesetvā aṭṭhikena saddhiṃ cammassa eka-ābaddha-bhāvaṃ 

viyojentena sīsa-cammaṃ vavatthapetabbaṃ)(VIII, 95).2 

Elsewhere, he states matter-of-factly that the skin “when collected together from the entire 

body is only the size of a jujube kernel” (sakala-sarīrato pi sañkaḍḍhiyamānā badara-aṭṭhi-

mattā hoti) (VIII, 93).3 

 Passages such as these from the medical and Buddhist monastic literature of the 

period suggest the existence of close examinations of, and even intimate contact with, the 

dead.  Not surprisingly, the composers of these texts also produced highly sophisticated 

accounts of the makeup of the human body.  This includes precise counts of bones, muscles, 

and other materials; descriptions of the colors and textures found inside the organs; and a 

poetic appreciation for the symmetry and economy of the human form.  These authors 

penetrated the depths of the body's interior, and traversed its many surfaces, protrusions, 

and cavities, producing catalogs of the many shapes and structures they found.   

 Yet, seemingly in spite of their attentiveness, the texts that they left describe forms 

unknown to contemporary western anatomy.  What are the “receptacle of raw food” 

(āmāśaya) and “receptacle of cooked food” (pakkāśaya)?  Is the kloman (Pāli: kilomaka), 

called the “the site of thirst,” a lung? a kind of membrane?  Or consider the understanding 

of the brain.  Buddhaghosa interprets it as a doughy marrow of the skull, which seeps down 

                                                
2 Vism references are to the chapter and paragraph number of the Harvard Oriental Series (1950) edition. 
3 Unless otherwise noted, all translations in this thesis are my own. 
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through the nostrils in the form of snot (VIII, 126).  In spite of their earnest inspections, 

these anatomists observed things in the body that by our own understanding do not exist.  

Other parts seem familiar, yet they receive strange and novel interpretations.  Why? 

  

 The dominant paradigm for interpreting early Indian anatomy has changed little 

since Rudolf Hoernle (1907) published his attempt to identify Sanskrit osteological 

terminology over a century ago.  Contemporary western anatomy remains the (often 

unspoken) yardstick by which Indian attempts to understand the body are measured.  

While Hoernle wrote with a determination to show a one-to-one equivalence for Indian 

terminology, other scholars since have seemed guided by the assumption that cultural and 

religious blinders best explain the texts' anatomical “inaccuracies.”  Zysk (1986), for 

instance, attributes āyurvedic ignorance of what is found inside the skull and underneath the 

rib cage to Brahminical taboos regarding the pollution of corpses.  He then uses this 

explanation as a springboard to hypothesize that the technique of dissection must have come 

from abroad. 

 But why should we assume that an opened-up body reveals its structure so plainly to 

the eye?  Indeed, to the uninitiated today, a glimpse of surgery on television may suggest the 

opposite: that the interior of the body is in fact a bloody and chaotic mess.  Shigehisa 

Kuriyama, writing on nineteenth-century Japanese medical manuals, argues that the study of 

comparative anatomies is impoverished by the supposition that not all who stare into the 

body truly see (1992: 21-23).  His work, both here and elsewhere (1999, 2001), tries 
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instead to demonstrate the many and complex compulsions that govern any understanding of 

the body's materiality.  Kuriyama accomplishes this through micro-level comparisons of 

medical and anatomical knowledge across great distances of time and space.  These 

comparisons, rather than reducing variation to abstract oppositions such as empiricism and 

magico-religion, allow the discourses present in the texts to be mutually revelatory of subtle 

but rich gradations in cultural and historical difference.  

 Scholarship on anatomical knowledge in ancient India remains largely wanting in this 

regard.  Partial exceptions should be made for Charles Malamoud and Francis Zimmermann, 

who, while not working comparatively, have presented thoughtful and innovative analyses of 

the body in ritual and medical discourse.  Malamoud (1996) provides a compelling study of 

ancient knowledge of the body as revealed by Vedic ritual and exegetical texts.  He suggests 

that sacrificial animals were dismembered with an eye toward ritually reconstituting the 

body as a cognate to poetic meter or the cosmos.  Meanwhile, Zimmermann (1983, cited in 

Wujastyk 2009: 205) elaborates an āyurvedic construction of the body as a fluid network of 

channels and receptacles for carrying and temporarily housing bodily substances.  He 

concludes that āyurveda possesses no “real” anatomy, since it does not posit a series of 

interconnected machines with stable properties and functions.  Yet, though insightful, the 

value of these studies remains limited by their authors' desires to define the Vedic or 

Āyurvedic construction of the physical body. 

 In this thesis, I hope to suggest a possible corrective to this line of scholarship.  I 

will conduct a close comparative reading of three sources of anatomical knowledge from the 
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period of roughly 200 B.C.E. to 400 C.E.  Two sources are chapters from the 

śārīra-sthāna-s of the Sanskrit medical treatises, the Caraka-saṃhitā and Suśruta-saṃhitā.  

The third is a lengthy passage from the Buddhist exegetical text, the Visuddhimagga 

(hereafter Vism), which was composed in Pāli.  What makes a comparison of these sources 

possible is the peculiar interest they share in establishing definitive quantities of the body 

parts.  The Caraka-saṃhitā defines its subject in this chapter as “the inventory and measure 

of the entire body via dividing the body, part-by-part, with enumeration” (śarīra-saṁkhyām-

avayavaśaḥ kṛtsnaṃ śarīraṃ pravibhajya sarva-śarīra-saṁkhyāna-pramāṇa)(IV.7.3).4  

Meanwhile, the Suśruta-saṃhitā calls its subject “the analysis of the enumeration of the 

body” (śarīra-saṁkhyā-vyākaraṇa)(III.5.1).  At a basic level, these accounts give the name 

and count of each of the body parts, and then with varying emphasis add further details such 

as shape, color, or location.  Vism's account of anatomy is somewhat different in form: it 

appears in the text's commentary to a meditation on the body parts.  Yet organizationally, 

it is nearly identical: it proceeds through a list of the parts, providing, among other things, 

the names and quantities.  Anatomical terminology remains virtually identical across the 

three texts, just as it remains largely unchanged from what is found already in the Brāhmaṇas 

(900-500 B.C.E.) (Zysk 1986: 689).  What is explicitly a matter of debate among our 

authors is the issue of accurate enumeration, as evinced in the subtle yet weighty debate 

between Caraka and Suśruta regarding the number of bones (300 or 360?).5 

                                                
4 References made to the Caraka-saṃhitā are based on the edition of J. Trikamjī (1981). 
5 I refer often in this thesis to the authors of the Caraka-saṃhitā, Suśruta-saṃhitā, and Visuddhimagga as Caraka, 

Suśruta, and Buddhaghosa, respectively.  The reader should be aware that I use the names only as a shorthand, 
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 It would be a worthy scholarly endeavor to try and explain the peculiar weight that 

these authors ascribe to enumeration.  Here I can venture some speculation, yet my primary 

interest is in uncovering the broader, more implicit logics which govern each of these 

accounts of anatomy.  I wish to ask, what constitutes a component of the body (and thus 

makes it worthy of counting)? what is the relationship between components? between the 

parts and the whole?  Moreover, and with more care than others have applied, I wish to 

elucidate the relationships among these anatomical logics and the ideologies prevalent 

among the monks and physicians who created them.  In the briefest of summaries, we might 

ask: what did these anatomists see, and why? 

 

 The anatomies of Caraka, Suśruta, and Buddhaghosa have not previously been 

studied side by side.  A cursory glance at the texts suggests why: two are found in medical 

treatises, the other in an exegesis of religious doctrine and praxis.  But the boundary 

between medicine and religion is vague in these texts.  Why, we might ask, does a Buddhist 

meditation manual inform the practitioner of such details as the length and shape of the 

spleen (“seven fingers;” a “mottled calf's tongue” (kāḷa-vacchaka-jivhā)) (VIII, 116)?  And 

why is Suśruta concerned to mention the necessity of the “eyes of knowledge” (jñāna-cakṣus) 

and the “eyes of asceticism” (tapaś-cakṣus) for witnessing the soul (vibhu) (III.5.50)?  There 

is, to be sure, a fairly clear ideological division among these authors.  Buddhaghosa states, 

perhaps unsurprisingly, that one should learn the parts of the body as a tool for attaining 

                                                                                                                                            
and not to suggest that we know the identities of these authors with any certainty. 
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enlightenment.  This is accomplished by cultivating detachment through reflection on the 

foulness (paṭikkūla) of each of the parts (VIII, 47), and on the nature of the body as a 

multiplicity of components, rather than as a single unit (VIII, 46).  But Caraka says 

something remarkably similar: “attachment is seeing as a single entity this body that has 

more than one component; liberation is [seeing it as] a multiplicity (etac charīraṃ 

saṁkhyātam aneka-avayavaṃ dṛṣṭam ekatvena saṁgaḥ, pṛthaktvena apavargaḥ)(IV.7.18-20).   

 In sweeping terms, Caraka and Buddhaghosa stand to one side of this divide, Suśruta 

the other.  One might call it a difference of intention: soteriology versus medical practice.  

But a more compelling entry into comparison is to differentiate our sources based on their 

answer to this question: What is the relationship between dissection and reconstitution?  

Consider Malamoud's description of the Vedic attitude towards animal sacrifice: 

The authors of the Vedic treatises on sacrifice appear especially preoccupied with 

how best to proceed so that the parts resulting from the division of the body might 

reconstitute themselves so as to form a living whole.  It is this recomposition, much 

more than the fate and raison d'etre of each fragment, that is addressed in the 

hermeneutics and apologetics of the Brāhmaṇas [1996: 170]. 

Malamoud points out an important aspect of dissection: the possibility for reconstituting the 

body is decided in the very logic of its division.  The three texts of this inquiry show in 

various ways how this is possible.  On the one hand, Buddhaghosa and Caraka dismember 

the body with the intent to prevent its reconstruction.  Buddhaghosa lays out the fragments 

in a linear sequence, while Caraka classifies the disassembled body by a multitude of schemes.  
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Against these logics, Suśruta mirrors closely the Vedic act of establishing unity in the act of 

dividing the body by cataloging the various ways in which the parts fit together. 

 Our sources, then, are not simply kindred inventories of the body, a set of nearly 

identical descriptions that differ only in their conclusions about the possibility of salvation or 

the practical medical value of anatomical knowledge.  Instead, as I hope to show, the 

diverging ideologies of these texts seep into nearly every facet of the inventories, from the 

minutiae of particular qualities – the names, numbers, shapes, and colors – to the relative 

necessity of such qualities to knowledge.  Subtle differences of fact riddle these accounts, 

from the “lines” and “bundles” found on Suśruta's list of parts, to Caraka's inclusion of 

bodily fluids in his inventory.  As we descend into the world of each author, we quickly find 

ourselves in a discursive hall of mirrors, each aspect of the inventory refracting every other.  

We see too the occasional reflections of the other counts, appearing when we crane our 

necks to the perfect angle, gone again when we straighten back up.  To make sense of these 

dizzying displays entails establishing their governing logics.  From this privileged vantage, 

one can see the manifold places where they diverge and intersect, and also the ideological 

sources that they infinitely refract. 

 

 Before beginning, however, it is necessary to offer a few remarks about the dates and 

styles of each of the texts.  The Caraka-saṃhitā dates to roughly the third or second century 

B.C.E., though scholars agree that in its present form the treatise contains a number of 

historical layers (Wujastyk 2001: 39-40).  It was not until the fourth century C.E., in fact, 
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that the text became widely cited (ibid.).  The Suśruta-saṃhitā is a similarly complex work 

to date, but was composed perhaps a century after the Caraka-saṃhitā, and was later heavily 

emended sometime before 500 C.E. (Wujastyk 2001: 104-5).6  The language of both texts 

is Sanskrit, and Martha Selby summarizes their presentation as often occurring 

in the form of symposia in which a master relays medical knowledge to an assembled 

body of colleagues and students; Ātreya via Agniveśa in the case of the Caraka-

saṃhitā and Dhanvantari, physician to the gods incarnate in the body of the king of 

Kasi in the case of the Suśruta-saṃhitā [Selby 2009: 42]. 

Together, the two treatises form the foundation of the āyurvedic tradition. 

 Vism is perhaps the most important text in Theravāda Buddhism outside of the 

Tipiṭaka.  It offers a systematization of Buddhist teachings as they are found in certain parts 

of the Pāli canon, and its content follows the Abhidhamma mode of analysis.  Vism is 

considered the work of the great Buddhist scholar Buddhaghosa, and was composed in 

Ceylon around 400 C.E. (von Hinüber 1996: 126).  Later Buddhist literature refers to this 

single author of the text, though Vism itself does not mention the name 'Buddhaghosa', 

except for an epilogue which may have been added at a later date (Collins 2009: 503).  The 

passage explored in this thesis comes from the eighth chapter, the Anussati-kammaṭṭhāna-

niddeso, or “Exposition of (Other) Recollections as Meditation Subjects.”  This chapter 

provides extended commentaries on various meditations mentioned in the Pāli Canon; that 

which recounts the parts of the body is known as kāyagatāsati, or “mindfulness occupied with 
                                                
6 See G. Jan Meulenbeld (1999: 105-115, 350-2) for further speculation regarding the dates of these texts, as well 

as the problems encountered in doing so.  
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the body” (VIII, 42-144).  The presentation of this passage is that of instructions to a 

teacher, who is expected to use the text when guiding his pupil in the practice. 
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O Monks, one practice, developed and practiced many times, leads to supreme excitation, supreme 
benefit, supreme rest from bondage, supreme mindfulness and attention, to the attainment of 
knowledge and vision, the realization of the fruit of knowledge as release. What is that one practice?  
Mindfulness occupied with the body. 

Aṅguttara Nikāya [A I 43] 
 

  

Like a Row of Fence Posts: Visualizing the List of 32 Parts 

 

Buddhaghosa did not conjure an anatomy of his own reckoning.  His text is a 

commentary, and as such it operates within the discursive field defined by its sources in the 

Tipiṭaka.  In order to make sense of this particular construction of the body, we must begin 

our analysis here: in the Canon's mirroring lists of body parts, upon which Buddhaghosa 

relies.  Sequences of items are prosaic in Buddhist literatures.  Even the materiality of the 

body was subject to its logic.  Gethin (1992) has described the mnemonic value of such lists, 

and a survey of the occurrences of the anatomical list in Buddhist literature confirms these 

findings.  In fact, disagreement among the canonical sources about the number of body 

parts shows just how great were the demands that order and recollection might place upon 

the flesh.  Buddhaghosa's commentary operates within this sequential logic, and elaborates 

upon it, constructing the body as a string of individual parts, and each part a string of 

individual qualities.  Moreover, his curious use of metaphors to convey the parts' colors and 

shapes suggests a further demand upon the shaping of this anatomy: the paradox of auto-

dissection.  As a result, the body of Buddhaghosa's reckoning is also one likened to 
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countless objects of the natural and material world, whereby the meditator could by proxy 

visualize his own interior.  In the hands of a writer as learned and poetic as Buddhaghosa, it 

is remarkable how vivid and elastic the body becomes. 

 

 Reading the Visuddhimagga often feels like trying to find one's way in a dense and 

tangled thicket.  A single subject of Buddhaghosa's exegesis, such as the 40 meditation 

subjects, might be classified in ten or more ways.7  And a single classification often summons 

a host of other lists, numbers and items.  Throughout the text, Buddhaghosa's language is 

also saturated with jargon, itself a kind of potent shorthand.  The description of one mode 

of classifying the meditations, “as to surmounting,” captures the density of his analysis well: 

There are two kinds of surmounting, that is to say, surmounting of factors and 

surmounting of object.  Herein, there is surmounting of factors in the case of all 

meditation subjects that bring three and four jhānas because the second jhāna, etc., 

have to be reached in those same objects by surmounting the jhāna factors of applied 

thought and sustained thought, and so on….But in the case of the four immaterial 

states, there is surmounting of the object; for the base consisting of boundless space 

has to be reached by surmounting one or other of the first nine kasinas, and the base 

consisting of boundless consciousness, etc., have respectively to be reached by 

surmounting space, and so on. With the rest there is no surmounting [III, 108 

                                                
7 In regard to meditation subjects, these are: “(1) as to enumeration, (2) as to which bring only access and which 

absorption, (3) as to the kinds of jhāna, (4) as to surmounting, (5) as to extension and non-extension, (6) as to 
object, (7) as to plane, (8) as to apprehending, (9) as to condition, (10) as to suitability to temperament” (III, 
103 [Ñāṇamoli 2010: 113]). 
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(Ñāṇamoli 2010: 113-14)]. 

Such a mode of explication is punishing to the uninitiated, much as one might feel when first 

encountering trigonometry or calculus.  The text reads like a string of mysterious formulas, 

a secret code language.  Once mastered, however, it is easy to imagine the elegance of 

thought and economy of words that it placed at the adept's disposal. 

 Buddhaghosa was perhaps the most devout and sophisticated purveyor of this 

epistemological scheme.  Yet at their core, these intricate webs of association employ a 

simple and quintessentially Buddhist way of knowing: the numbered list of items.  One 

need only think of the Three Marks of Existence, the Four Noble Truths, or the Eightfold 

Path to grasp the early Buddhists' love of enumerative schemes.  Rupert Gethin (1992) 

writes that such lists served as mnemonic devices, distilling complex concepts into neat 

catalogs of information.  One could quickly memorize lists, then mentally or orally 

reproduce them.  And because they were so widely used in Buddhist doctrine, one could 

begin from a single item or list and mentally assemble a complex web of knowledge through 

associations of hierarchy, name, and even number.  Present even in the earliest texts, this 

epistemological model achieved its heights of complexity in Abhidhamma, especially in the 

magga texts. 

 Buddhist knowledge of all forms was beholden to this atomistic logic, built in part 

on the imperative to make acquisition most efficient.  This included human anatomy.  A 

list of body parts appears in all five Nikāya-s of the Suttapiṭaka a total of twenty times (six in 

the Dīgha Nikāya, five in the Majjhima Nikāya, four in the Saṃyutta Nikāya, two in the 
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Aṅguttara Nikāya, and three in the Khuddaka Nikāya).8  It also occurs four times in the 

Vibhaṅga of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka.9  Here is the list as it appears in the Kāyagatāsati Sutta: 

head hairs, body hairs, nails, teeth, skin, flesh, sinews, bones, bone marrow, kidney, 

heart, liver, subcutaneous and peritoneal tissue, spleen, lungs, intestines, mesentery, 

the contents of the stomach, excrement, bile, phlegm, pus, blood, sweat, fat, tears, 

grease, saliva, snot, lymph, urine (kesā lomā nakhā dantā taco maṃsaṃ nahāru aṭṭhi 

aṭṭhimiñjā vakkaṃ hadayaṃ yakanaṃ kilomakaṃ pihakaṃ papphāsaṃ antaṃ 

antaguṇaṃ udariyaṃ karīsaṃ pittaṃ semahaṃ pubbo lohitaṃ sedo medo assu vasā kheḷo 

siṅghāṇikā lasikā mutta'nti)[M III 90].10  

 It is difficult to say where and when this list originated, and, to my knowledge, no 

one has bothered to inquire.  However, it must have quickly become a stock phrase in the 

Theravāda tradition.  In four of the five Nikāya-s, as well as the Abhidhamma Piṭaka, one 

finds the 31 parts quoted above, and consistently in the same order.11   In every case, the list 

                                                
8 DN II 293, 294; III 104, 105; M I 57, 185, 421; III 90, 240-1; SN IV 111; V 278, 279; AN III 323; V 109; 

Khp 3; Paṭis I 6-7, 136-7. 
9 Vibh 82, 83, 194. 
10 This is my own translation.  It is largely the same as Ñānamoli's (2010), though I have not relied on his 

translation.  Rather, all of the terms on the list – or rather, their Sanskrit equivalents – can be found in the 
āyurvedic treatises; thus their conventionality makes many of them quite simple to translate.  A couple of the 
terms, however, have proven to be lacunae for scholars, namely, kloman/kilomaka and phupphusa/papphāsa.  For 
these, which I have rendered respectively “subcutaneous and peritoneal tissue” and “lungs,” I have relied on 
Buddhaghosa's quite detailed descriptions in Vism.  Of course, this only tells us with any certainty what 
Buddhaghosa thought the terms meant (and even that is uncertain), though given his erudition it is doubtful 
that he would be unaware of the broader usage of these terms. 

11 Further proof that this was a stock list, independent of particular usage, is suggested in the Indakasutta, in 
which the Buddha describes to a demon the stages of fetal development: 

 Paṭhamaṃ kalalaṃ hoti kalalā hoti abbudaṃ, 
 Abbudā jāyate pesī pesī nibbattati ghano, 
 Ghanā pasākhā jāyanti kesā lomā nakhā'pi ca 
 Yañcassa bhuñjate mātā annaṃ pānañca bhojanaṃ, 
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is given as a means by which to contemplate either the body's repulsiveness or elemental 

make-up.  (In the case of the latter, the first nineteen parts are considered predominantly 

formed from earth, and the remainder from water.  After this, it is mentioned that there are 

also four bodily fires and six winds.) 

 Yet in the Khuddaka Nikāya, a thirty-second body part appears: skull matter 

(matthaluṅga).12   This occurs twice in the Paṭisambhidāmagga (Paṭis I 6-7, 136-7) and once 

in the Khuddakapāṭha (Khp 3).13   Stylistic and chronological evidence suggests that skull 

matter was a subsequent addition to an already established inventory.  In each instance, the 

part appears at the end of the list.  Moreover, von Hinüber (1996: pp. 44, #86; pp. 60, 

#120) argues that both Paṭis and Khp were early attempts at producing a handbook of 

essential monastic knowledge.  Finally, Paṭis is a relatively late Canonical text (2nd c. CE?), 

from which the list in Khp itself seems adopted, making Khp an even later text (ibid., pp. 44, 

#86). 

 In paracanonical and post-canonical literature, we continue to find 32 items on the 

list.  The Nettippakaraṇa, which dates from the same period as Paṭis, gives such a list twice 

                                                                                                                                            
 Tena so tattha yāpeti mātukucchigato naroti [SN I 206]. 

 Given as the final phase of development after ghana, “dense mass,” the phrase “kesā lomā nakhā'pi ca” (“head 
hairs, body hairs, and also nails”) is most certainly short for the list of body parts, depicting this stage of 
development as the articulation of an unformed mass into an assemblage of individual components.   

12 I translate this as “skull matter” rather than “brain,” as others have done, to avoid all that is implied by this term 
in modern western usage.  For Indian Buddhists, as was the case throughout South Asia, consciousness and 
thought resided in the heart, not the head; Buddhaghosa considers “skull matter” to be a kind of marrow, and 
ascribes no utility to it whatsoever (Vism VIII 126). 

13 An idiosyncratic account of anatomy occurs at Sn 34-5 of the Khuddhakanikāya.  It is not given in the form 
of a list.  Rather, the parts, including skull matter, are mentioned in a series of prose statements about the 
repulsive nature of the body.  Its aim is not to give a comprehensive inventory, and it does not mention all 32 
of the parts.   
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(Nett 74, 77-8).  The oldest section of the Milindapañha (100 BCE – 200 CE) features it 

once as well (Mil 26), and the major commentarial texts Vimuttimagga (≈350 CE) and Vism 

(400 CE) also list 32 (von Hinüber 1996: pp. 79-80, #164; pp. 85, #179; pp. 126, #250).  

Nowhere does a list of 31 parts reemerge.  A revision in the order appears too, first in Nett 

and again in Vism.  This is the shift of “skull matter” from the end to the middle of the list, 

occurring at Nett 74.  It makes sense in this context, for Nett gives the list here in regard to 

the elements, and places “skull matter” as the twentieth and final member of the earth 

grouping, just before the list of water-based parts begins.  Vism preserves this order in its 

meditation on the elements, but for some reason also that on the repulsiveness of the body.14  

 Why did Buddhists rethink the number and ordering of the body parts?  Perhaps 

the shift is inconsequential.  And yet it could not have occurred unconsciously.  

Buddhaghosa himself is aware of this, even uncomfortable with the fact that some sources 

say 31, others 32.  He begins his exegesis on the practice of reflecting on the body parts by 

quoting from the Kāyagatāsati Sutta, which lists 31 parts.  But then he states that this is a 

“meditation subject comprised of 32 aspects,” and that his source does not mention skull 

matter because it takes it as a kind of bone marrow, which is already present on the list (VIII, 

44).  Did skull matter make the list more complete?  Perhaps.  Yet one could easily name 

numerous other parts that remain unmentioned, such as the sexual organs and fluids, the 

various receptacles that so captured āyurvedic physicians, and the networks of veins that 
                                                
14 The Vimuttimagga seems to give an entirely different order than is found elsewhere, though I have only been 

able to check the English translation found of N.R.M. Ehara, Soma Thera, and Kheminda Thera (1961: 171).  
The only extant text of Vim exists in Chinese, the original Indian text being now lost.  P.V. Bapat states that 
Vim “gives the same list of thirty-two parts of the body that is quoted from M.iii.90” in Vism (1937: pp. 75, 
#29), though we know that this is inaccurate, since M III 90 gives only 31 parts. 
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Buddhaghosa himself mentions in his description of blood (VIII, 130).  Nor is matthaluṅga 

nearly as important in this context as “brain” would be according to our own parlance.  

Buddhaghosa describes it as “the heap of marrow situated in the skull” (VIII 126), and in 

the order of the list, it is found in the estimable company of excrement and bile. 

 To understand why Buddhists made such changes to the list, we should consider not 

the additional part itself but rather the order and total number of parts – 32 – that its 

addition achieved.  Perhaps in part because of its divisibility by numbers like four and eight, 

32 was a particular important number in the Buddhist reckoning of the body.  Most 

prominently, one finds throughout the Pāli Canon the 32 Marks of a Great Man 

(mahāpuriṣa lakkhaṇa), a set of physical features on the Buddha's body said to be possessed 

only by great political and religious leaders.  The list of marks has no resemblance to the list 

of body parts; nevertheless the numerology itself resonates.  In Vism one also finds 32 kinds 

of aimless speech (IV 38), 32 ways of being a “mindful worker” while doing breath 

meditation (VIII 163), and 32 teeth in the body (VIII 92).  The addition of skull matter to 

the list also establishes a total of 42 element-based parts (the 32 plus four fires and six 

winds), which, besides being divisible by a wide array of integers (2, 3, 6, 7), may have also 

called to mind the term of pregnancy, which is acknowledged as 42 weeks in both Vim and 

Buddhaghosa's commentary on SN, the Sāratthappakāsinī (Spk I 300-1).  Moreover, by 

shifting skull matter to the end of the group of parts made from earth, the total for this 

group becomes twenty.  Buddhaghosa recognizes the importance of this: “[skull matter] 

must be added since it has to be understood that the earth element needs to be described in 
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twenty modes” (XI, 34 [Ñāṇamoli 2010, 347]). 

 Enumerative schemes abound in Vism.  In regard to anatomy alone, the 32 body 

parts should be recognized by means of “sevenfold skills in acquisition” and “tenfold skills in 

giving attention (VIII, 48).  The parts themselves exist in one of two regions in the body, 

are made of one of four elemental materials, and should be recited orally in groups of five or 

six.  In total, the text conveys an inherited and then broadened model of explication based 

on building associations and taxonomies between the many ingredients of Buddhist doctrine 

and practice.  One aim in this great expansion of items and lists seems, paradoxically, to be 

the reduction of the “path of purification” to a mathematically precise collection of variables 

by which to calculate one's position and direction in relation to enlightenment.  Numbers, 

in this regard, orient aspects of knowledge with one another, or the practitioner with the 

stages of the path.  They also provide unexpected courses for navigation.  From the 32 

body parts one could venture to the 32 Marks of a Great Man.  Or, through division, to 

the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path.  In their recurrence, numbers created 

possibilities for travel across this discursive map, while also making the totality of knowledge 

more concrete, more legible.   

 It is not difficult to see why numbers possessed a certain allure, especially certain 

ones: 2, 4, 6, 7.  Add or multiply combinations of these and one arrives at many of the 

larger numerals that reverberate throughout Buddhist literature.  The immediate benefit 

was practical: it aided in mnemonics.  Yet we are dealing here with a teleology, upon which 

such mnemonics themselves depend for legitimacy.  Numbers like 32 became definitive 
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because they reproduced the governing logic of other aspects of the cosmos.  Indeed, in 

their recurrence, certain numbers became only more self-evidently true.  Repetition 

reinforced reality, and vice versa, and this was reflected in the classification of monastic 

practice no less than in the materiality of the body.  As our brief survey of Buddhist 

anatomical knowledge demonstrates, the neatness, the predictability, in short, the natural 

order, of it all proved hard to resist.  Eventually, there had to be 32 parts. 

 

 Canonical and paracanonical sources say little about how one is to make use of this 

list.  Many suggest that it is a means to reflect on the body's repulsive nature, and 

Buddhaghosa concurs (VIII, 44).15   Often, these instances begin with a phrase like that in 

the Kāyagatāsati Sutta: “And moreover, O Monks, the monk perceives this very body, 

bounded by skin, upwards from the soles of the feet and downwards from the top of the hair, 

as full of filth of various kinds.  There is in this body: head hairs, body hairs...” (M III 90).  

This suggests scanning the body up and down – whether it is one's own body or another's is 

unclear – and observing, it seems, 31 or 32 kinds of filth.  Yet if we take this statement at 

face value, along with the subsequent list of parts, we confront certain lacunae.  First, the 

list of parts does not travel up from the feet or down from the head.  The order is rather 

more complex, moving from the surface in, then giving a number of organs, tissues, and 

membranes in the trunk of the body, and finally the bodily fluids.  But more basically, how 

                                                
15 The list of parts appears twice in Vism, both times as subjects for contemplation: once on the elemental make-

up of the parts (XI 1-126), and the other on the repulsive nature of the body (VIII 42-144).  Here I am 
considering only the reflection on repulsiveness.  The reflection on the parts in relation to the four elements 
follows the same structure, and provides much of the same information, though it is also less thorough. 
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is one to “perceive” the many internal parts on this list, like the flesh, sinews, bones, and 

internal organs, to name just a few?  And how is one to generate disgust at the mere 

expounding of names? 

 The Vimuttimagga is the first source to offer concrete details about the method by 

which one should conduct the practice.  It confirms what our discussion of mnemonics 

suggested: at the most basic level, the list was to be memorized.  “The new yogin at first 

should recite vocally these 32 parts of the body in the direct and in the reverse order” (Ehara 

et. al. 1961: 171).  Vism gives more details, stating that contemplation of the body parts 

begins with oral and mental recitation.  Both should be done five or six parts at a time, 

forward and backward through the sequence, “100 times, 1,000 times, even 100,000 times” 

(VIII, 49-56).  Yet this practice was more than a recitation of names; to the extent that the 

texts tell us, it was also a technique for visualization.  This is a point that the Canon hints 

at when it introduces the list of parts with the phrase, “the monk perceives this very 

body....”  But Vism is emphatic that calling out names also conjures up pictures in the mind.  

By reciting the list over and over again, Buddhaghosa says, “the parts become visible” in the 

practitioner's mind, appearing like “knuckles” (hattha-saṅkhalikā), or like “a row of fence 

posts” (vati-pāda-panti)(VIII, 56).  These images at first perplex, until we realize that they 

are visual representations of a linear sequence.  The body, in other words, should stretch 

out in a line, each part set out after the next.  The practitioner travels up and down this 

arrangement, calling out names and conjuring images as he goes.  

 To this end, much of Buddhaghosa's account is spent filling out the skeletal 
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sequence of the original list with new information about the parts.  His method of exegesis 

is systematic.  Buddhaghosa calls the practice kāyagatāsati, or “mindfulness occupied with 

the body,”16  and he elaborates “sevenfold skills in acquisition” (sattadhā uggaha-kosalla) by 

which one is to recognize each component of the body.  These are: by verbal recitation (of 

the name)(vacas), mental recitation (manas), color (vaṇṇa), shape (saṇṭhāna), region (disā), 

location (okāsa), and delimitation (pariccheda) (VIII, 48).  The first two “skills” denote the 

initial steps of the practice, and are detailed at VIII, 49-57.  Once these are mastered, the 

practitioner is supposed to visualize each body part using the remaining five qualities.  The 

account of the body parts then unfolds in a formulaic manner; each part is elucidated like 

this: “as to color, it is…; as to shape, it is…; as to region, it is…; as to location, it is…; as to 

delimitation, it is….”  In short, much of Buddhaghosa’s account is spent cataloging the 

appearance, and, in ever greater specificity, the position, of each component in the body. 

 Within this formulaic elaboration, Buddhaghosa's prose largely attends to the 

categories of color and shape.  His elucidations often reach remarkable heights of rigor and 

evocation: the kidneys, for example, possess a red color, but more specifically “the dull red 

color of a Dhak Tree seed” (manda-rattaṃ pāli-bhaddhaka-aṭṭhi-vaṇṇam)(VIII, 110); the 

liver, too, is red, but this red “has a jaundiced quality” (paṇḍuka-dhātuka) like the color one 

would find on “the back of a petal of a water-lily that is not especially red” (na-atiratta-

kumudassa patta-piṭṭhi-vaṇṇam)(VIII, 114).  Buddhaghosa draws from a diverse congeries of 

                                                
16 This term denotes a group of fourteen distinct body-centered practices in the Kāyagatāsati Sutta, including 

mindfulness of posture, breath, walking, and so on.  However, citing this sutta, Buddhaghosa clarifies that we 
should take kāyagatāsati to refer specifically to contemplation of foulness by means of the body parts (VIII, 42-
44). 
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natural and man-made objects to convey the many shapes in the body, stating, for instance, 

that the lungs are the shape of “a piece of thick, unevenly-cut cake” (visama-cchinna-bahala-

pūva-khaṇḍa)(VIII, 117), or that the contents of the stomach are the shape of “grain loosely 

bound in a water strainer” (parissāvane sithila-bandha-taṇḍula)(VIII, 120).  A novel simile is 

employed for every new form found in the body.  Shapes are conveyed in this way always; 

colors, beyond some parts stated simply to be “white” or “red,” are as well. 

 From where did Buddhaghosa obtain this abundance of anatomical data, all of which 

is absent in the sources on which he is commenting?  Certain observations suggest a 

familiarity with the Sanskrit medical treatises, particularly the Suśruta-saṁhitā.  For 

instance, Buddhaghosa claims at VIII, 101 that there are 300 bones in the body, the same 

count that Suśruta gives (III.5.18), even though to meet this sum he must ignore the teeth, 

which he describes earlier (VIII, 92) also as bones.  This suggests that Buddhaghosa felt it 

imperative to mirror the physician's count, rather than the more conventional sum of 360.17   

But he also displays a remarkable familiarity with the techniques of dissection.  From what 

but having personally opened a body can we attribute this instruction for visualizing the skin 

around the skull? 

[The practitioner should] insert his knowledge between the inner skin and the bone 

of the skull as if he is inserting his hand between a sack and bowl put in that sack, 

and should determine the inner skin of the skull by breaking the bond of the inner 

                                                
17 A familiarity with the work of Suśruta is also suggested by Zysk (1991: 95).  He argues that Buddhaghosa's 

writings on sudations show that the monk probably learned of the treatment from the Suśruta-saṁhitā, which 
had achieved its extant form by that time. 
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skin with the bone” (thavikāya pakkhitta-pattassa ca thavikāya ca antarena hattham iva 

sīsa-aṭṭhikassa ca sīsa-cammassa ca antarena ñāṇaṃ pesetvā aṭṭhikena saddhiṃ cammassa 

eka-ābaddha-bhāvaṃ viyojentena sīsa-cammaṃ vavatthapetabbaṃ)(VIII, 95). 

Buddhaghosa continually displays the knowledge of one who has sat with an opened body 

for great lengths of time, scrutinizing with his eyes (and likely his hands) each of its many 

fragments.  With parts like the bones that reflect structures, rather than single items like 

the kidney or heart, he notes the shape of every articulation, as in this description of the foot 

bones: 

The bones of the tips of the toes are the shape of the seeds of the Clearing-Nut Tree.  

The adjoining middle-section bones are the shape of breadfruit stones.  The bones 

of the base sections are the shape of the paṇava drum.  The bones of the back of the 

feet are the shape of a smashed heap of Elephant Foot Yam roots.  The heel bone is 

the shape of the seed of a single-stoned palmyra fruit (Agga-pāda-aṅguli-aṭṭhīni 

kataka-bīja-saṇṭhānāni. Tad-anantarāni majjha-pabba-aṭṭhīni panasa-aṭṭhi-saṇṭhānāni. 

Mūla-pabba-aṭṭhīni panava-saṇṭhānāni. Piṭṭhi-pāda-aṭṭhīni koṭṭita-kandaḷa-kanda-rāsi-

saṇṭhānāni. Paṇhika-aṭṭhi eka-aṭṭhi-tāla-phala-bīja-saṇṭhānaṃ) [VIII, 102]. 

Such specificity remains faithful to the sequential logic of the original passages on this 

meditation: the body is a group of 32 parts; each of these parts has five qualities.  Yet it also 

goes much further in accentuating the discreteness of the parts, suggested before by just a 

string of names.  The body, in short, may be a sequence of parts, but one can dismantle 

even those parts into further idiosyncratic forms. 
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 Buddhaghosa articulates this multiplicity through sheer fastidiousness.  Among the 

bones alone he accounts for thirty-nine unique shapes, the only overlap occurring in those of 

the fingers and toes (VIII, 102-7).  This lack of cohesion, even among individual parts, is 

further emphasized by the variety of vehicles he employs in his similes.  While many are 

botanical, others liken the body to the objects of everyday life.  Consider this potpourri of 

shapes among the sinews: 

There are 60 great “body-supporter” sinews that bind the body downwards; they are 

also called “tendons.”  All of these are the shape of the shoots of the Elephant Foot 

Yam.  But there are others spread out in different locations, more minute [than 

these], having the shape of threads and ropes.  Others even more minute are the 

shape of the stinking vine.  Others still more minute are the shape of large veena 

strings.  Others are the shape of thick strings.  The sinews in the backs of the hands 

are the shape of the feet of birds.  Those in the skull are the shape of a child’s head-

net.  The sinews of the back are the shape of a wet net that is laid out in the sun.  

The remaining sinews, following each of the limbs, are the shape of mesh armor 

fastened onto the body (Sarīra-dhāraka-nāma saṭṭhi mahā-nhāru kayaṃ 

vinandhamānā otiṇṇā, ye kaṇḍarā ti pi vuccanti. Te sabbe pi kandaḷa-makula-saṇṭhānā.  

Aññe pana taṃ taṃ padesaṃ ajjhotthāritvā ṭhitā tato sukhumatarā sutta-rajjuka-saṇṭhānā. 

Aññe tato sukhumatarā pūti-latā-saṇṭhānā. Aññe tato sukhumatarā mahā-vīṇā-tanti-

saṇṭhānā. Aññe thūla-suttaka-saṇṭhānā. Hattha-pāda-piṭṭhisu nhārū sakuṇa-pāda-

saṇṭhānā. Sīse nhārū dārakānaṃ sīsa-jālaka-saṇṭhānā. Piṭṭhiyaṃ nhārū ātape pasārita-
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alla-jāla-saṇṭhānā. Avasesā taṃ taṃ aṅga-paccaṅga-anugatā nhārū sarīre paṭimukka-jāla-

kañcuka-saṇṭhānā)[VIII, 99]. 

Kuriyama (1999: 185-192) writes of how the dominant motif for conceiving of the body in 

ancient China was the growth and development of plants.  Botanical metaphors abounded 

in discussions of anatomy and medicine: base components like the viscera nurtured those 

parts closer to the surface of the body as roots and stalks do the leaves and flowers.  

Physicians likened health and disease to blooming and withering.  Like a blossom, the hue 

of one’s face was thought capable of telling in subtle and sophisticated ways the inner health 

of a person's body.  And in the same manner in which Confucius suggested that one could 

cultivate proper comportment, a healthy appearance was achieved not through volition or 

effort but by the slow, patient nurturing of the soil.   

 But Buddhaghosa's allusions only reinforce the discreteness of the body parts as 

suggested by the original list.  They convey no sense of function or hierarchy.  Instead, they 

scatter the divided body, a bone of the forehead landing on the shore, two teeth in a field of 

jasmine buds, the skin of the fingers among a monk's chattels, the flesh of the ribs smeared 

upon a storeroom wall.  No one could reassemble this disintegrated body.  One might 

object, however: does the monk not note the parts' locations in the body?  Yet 

Buddhaghosa only rarely posits a relationship between parts.  His noting of “region,” 

“location,” and “delimitation” seem intended most of all to clearly distinguish one part from 

the others.  In short, Buddhaghosa's account never deviates from the enumerative model of 

the simple list.  What begins as one list of parts becomes in his reckoning lists within lists, 
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as if, stretching the dismembered body out in a line, he had then come through and further 

carved up the pieces.   

 

 There is a dimension of Buddhaghosa's account for which we still must account: his 

dependence on the objects of the natural and material worlds to convey anatomy.  It is 

peculiar, this idea that one should teach human anatomy solely through metaphor.  

Certainly, the descriptions found in Vism are meant to accompany a visualization exercise.  

Buddhaghosa is explicit about this – the practitioner is to envision his own anatomy – and 

his sources in the Tipiṭaka hint at something similar.  But why not instruct the reader to 

learn about the body through dissection, as Suśruta does?  Another Canonical meditation 

on the body, for which Buddhaghosa also provides extended commentary, is the 

Contemplation of Foulness (Asubha-kammaṭṭhāna), in which the practitioner is instructed to 

observe corpses in the charnel ground at various stages of decay (Vism VI, entire).  This 

would be the natural context in which to suggest studying anatomy.  Yet Buddhaghosa is 

silent in the passages on both meditations about the relationship between the two practices, 

as if they had no link. 

 Is a connection simply assumed?  The passages leave us uncertain.  But a statement 

elsewhere in Vism provides a tantalizing clue: “In regards to mindfulness occupied with the 

body, one should apprehend the object by what is seen and by what is heard, in this way: the 

five parts ending with skin by what is seen, and the rest by what is heard” (kāyagatāsatiyaṃ 

taca-pañcakaṃ diṭṭhena, sesaṃ sutenāti evaṃ tassā ārammaṇaṃ diṭṭhasutena gahetabbaṃ) (III, 
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119).  The five parts that one is to see are the head hairs, body hairs, teeth, nails, and skin; 

that is, the only external body parts on the list.  The remained are to be heard, which is 

certainly a reference to the way Buddhaghosa says that the meditation should be taught: by a 

teacher (who is familiar with Vism) to a pupil. 

 The many metaphors in Buddhaghosa's description make perfect sense in this regard.  

A novice meditator was not supposed to learn about the interior of his body through 

dissection.  Rather, the teacher supplied similes to express the shapes of all the parts.  

Buddhaghosa's choices for allusion are precise.  They would have demanded a familiarity 

with native botany, among other things.  Perhaps the texts presumes that monks would 

possess this.  Or, we can imagine the teacher possessing some such objects, holding them up 

for the practitioner to observe.  In any case, the practice would reinforce knowledge not 

only of anatomy, but also the natural world. 

 Metaphor is a fascinatingly indirect way to learn about the body's constitution, and 

Buddhaghosa demonstrates just how evocative this method can be.  Studying his 

descriptions, we modern readers begin with the parts themselves (which many of us have also 

never seen!) and test the precision of the allusions against them.  Yet had Buddhist 

practitioners no exposure to the body's flesh, and no models or diagrams to study, these 

metaphors would have served as the primary vehicle for anatomical knowledge.  We have 

seen how Buddhaghosa's account follows the logic of the list.  But this, then, is also an 

anatomy defined by the ways this practice was meant to be taught and performed.  It is a 

body built of stalks and petals, wood and cloth, plaster and molasses, because that is what a 
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monk could see. 

 

 Sue Hamilton (1995), one of the only scholars who has written about 

Buddhaghosa's catalog of body parts, has rather unfortunately misconstrued the passage's 

intent by suggesting that it is dominated by a concern with the body's repulsiveness.18   This 

is somewhat understandable.  Buddhaghosa himself calls this the focus of the practice.  

More significantly, the passage does in fact offer highly grotesque descriptions of certain 

parts of the body.  This comes across most strongly in the account of the stomach, which is 

called the “delivery house, latrine, infirmary, and charnel ground of worms” (kimīnaṃ 

sūtigharaṃ vaccakuṭi gilānasālā susānañ ca), and likened to a cesspool of rotting, stinking 

human waste (VIII, 121).  Not surprisingly, Hamilton's account cites this section in full.  

According to the author, Buddhaghosa's graphic fixation on the quality of foulness is novel in 

the tradition, even perhaps the musings of a Brahmin in ochre robes (1995: 60)! 

 It seems to me that Hamilton draws this conclusion too hastily.  As I have tried to 

convey, expressing the body's foulness is at best a secondary concern of Buddhaghosa.  Are 

we to feel repulsed learning that each bone of the toes appears like a different seed or pit?  

Buddhaghosa's allusions are remarkably thoughtful, even poetic at times.19   The 

descriptions of the parts seem guided more than anything by a desire to conjure the most 
                                                
18 See also Hamilton (1996). 
19 Some of my favorites include: “The four teeth in the middle of the lower row of teeth are the shape of bottle 

gourd seeds arranged successively in a lump of clay” (mattikā-piṇḍe paṭipāṭiyā ṭhapita-alābu- bīja-saṇṭhānā) (92).  
“The skin of the toes is the shape of a silkworm cocoon”  (kosakāraka-kosa-saṇṭhāno) (94).  “All together, [the 
ribs] are the shape of the outstretched wings of a white rooster” (odāta-kukkuṭassa pasārita-pakkha-saṇṭhānāni) 
(105).  “[The heart] of those endowed with wisdom has blossomed a bit, while [the heart] of those with a dull 
mind is just a bud” (111). 
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precise of resemblances; in fact Buddhaghosa often seems to care little what the body is 

likened to, so long as the metaphors visually reverberate. 

 We cannot ignore the soteriological motivation for this methodology, but it is not 

one based on the body's repulsiveness.  “When all of the parts have become visible to him 

in this way,” Buddhaghosa writes, “humans and animals roaming about give up their forms as 

beings and appear only as heaps of parts” (ath'assa evaṃ sabba-koṭṭhāsesu pākaṭī-bhūtesu 

āhiṇḍantā manussa-tiracchāna-ā dayo satta-ākāraṃ vijahitvā koṭṭhāsa-rāsi-vasen'eva 

upaṭṭhahanti)(VIII, 140).  By Buddhist reasoning, imprisonment in the cycle of rebirth is 

first and foremost a matter of misperception.  One confuses what is fragmentary and 

ephemeral for what is whole and permanent.  “You” and “I” are imagined, but appear real, 

and we cling to these constructions and the seemingly solid bodies they inhabit.  To learn 

to see only “heaps of parts” denies the Self's abode.  Anatomy is thus a route to salvation.   

 Still, other intentions impinge upon the textual account of the practice, and I have 

tried to point these out, lest the analysis become reductive like Hamilton's.  These include 

mnemonics, epistemology, and the structural imperatives of visualizing one's own dissection.
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Very little is directly perceptible, while vast is that which cannot be directly perceived. 

Caraka-saṃhitā I.11 [Wujastyk 2001] 
 

 

Yoking the Parts: Anatomical Knowledge by Many Means 

 

 The anatomical inventory of Caraka operates within a more complex conceptual 

framework than that of Buddhaghosa.  Rather than build a list of parts, and parts within 

parts, Caraka carves up the body by a multitude of schemes.  Qualitatively different “parts” 

are enumerated side by side, others that are uncountable must be made known “by other 

means.”  Some parts meet the eye but evade easy calculation, making inference the 

necessary mode for knowing.  And still others are too subtle to be counted or even seen.  

The result, parsed out, is an idiosyncratic collection of parts and groupings of parts, known 

by different senses and various measures.  As with that of Buddhaghosa, the body 

dismembered by Caraka's account cannot be put back together.  Yet the resulting 

collection of parts appears little like a row of fence posts, or a single garland of flowers. 

 Caraka begins with three verses that set out the impetus for the chapter: 

Henceforth we will explain in detail the part of the śārīra-sthāna on the enumeration 

of the body,” said the Blessed Ātreya (athātaḥ śarīra-saṁkhyā-śārīraṃ vyākhyāsyāmaḥ. 

Iti ha smāha bhagavān ātreyaḥ). Agniveśa asked the Blessed Ātreya the reason for 

knowing the number-measure (saṁkhyāna-pramāṇa) of the entire body [that is made] 
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via dividing the body part-by-part with enumeration (śarīra-saṁkhyām avayavaśaḥ 

kṛtsnaṃ śarīraṃ pravibhajya sarva-śarīra-saṁkhyāna-pramāṇa-jñāna-hetor bhagavantam 

ātreyam agniveśaḥ papraccha)[IV.7.1-3]. 

The compound saṁkhyāna-pramāṇa is ambiguous enough to give the eleventh-century 

commentator Cakrapāṇidatta pause.  He suggests three possible ways to read the 

compound: the “measure of the number,” that is, the number of each part; the “measure and 

number,” or rather, in numbers (saṁkhyāna) of solid parts and volumes (pramāṇa) of fluids; 

or as “the measure called the number,” in which case he says that one can know the parts by 

measure, number, and name.  Why does Cakrapāṇidatta suggest that Caraka is equivocating 

here?  The opening verses declare emphatically that the chapter will give a detailed 

“enumeration” or “reckoning up” of the body (śarīra-saṁkhyā), and will do so “part-by-part” 

(avayavaśas).  The internal relation of the compound in verse three is unclear, yet one does 

not expect a commentator to wax only about possible solutions.  A straightforward and 

definitive interpretation should do.  In his hesitancy, I think, Cakrapāṇidatta is cluing us in 

to a defining feature of the chapter's method for inventorying the body: the many logics 

needed to know the body in full. 

 As Cakrapāṇidatta's most elaborate reading of the compound suggests, three 

different kinds of inventories are present in the chapter: those done by number, measure, and 

name.  Caraka himself never explicitly states this method, but Cakrapāṇidatta helpfully 

marks the text's transitions.  Verses 4-10 give the “numbers” or “counts” (saṁkhyāna): six 

layers of skin; six “members” (aṅga), that is, the four limbs, the trunk, and the head-neck; 
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360 bones; five organs of sense; five organs of action; the heart; ten resting-places of breath; 

and fifteen members of the viscera.  Verse 11 gives a list of fifty-six “secondary members” 

(pratyaṅga), an accounting of the various idiosyncratic shapes on the surface of the body.  

Caraka says that these must be “illuminated by other means (paryāya),” which 

Cakrapāṇidatta takes to mean that they are known by “technical terminology” (śabda) and 

are not individually enumerated, since they are naturally single.  Verses 13-14 return to 

giving counts: nine orifices, 900 sinews, 700 veins, 200 vessels, 400 muscles, 107 vital points, 

200 joints, and 29,956 capillaries.  Verse 15 then lists the fluids and excretions of the body, 

whose count Caraka says should be “understood as volume (pramāṇa-abhijñeya),” being 

“enumerated by handfuls (añjali-saṃkhyeya).”  First are those that possess ten handfuls of 

water: diarrhea, urine, blood, other bodily tissues, the outer layer of skin, lymph, and sweat.  

Next are the volumes of the substances themselves, in descending order: nine handfuls of 

chyle, eight of blood, seven of excrement, six of phlegm, five of bile, four of urine, three of 

muscle fat, two of fat (qua fat), and one each of bone marrow, skull fluid, semen, and 

phlegmy ojas. 

 The unfurling of Caraka's catalog of parts evokes a tension between the drive to 

establish an “enumeration of the body” and the resistance of the body's forms to a single 

enumerative logic.  Consider the congeries of hidden rationales for the set of parts known 

by numbers.  We see counts of skins, bones, sinews, muscles, joints, and so on, what might 

be called frameworks or networks that extend across the length and breadth of the body in 

countable pieces.  Then there is a single count of the members of the viscera – fifteen single 
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organs, containers, and membranes of the body's trunk, such as the liver, kidneys, colon, 

receptacles of raw and cooked food, and omentum.  The heart is a part of the viscera too, 

but it is also a resting-place of the breath.  And because it is the “single seat of 

consciousness (cetana),” it is also counted individually in the inventory (IV.7.8).  Recall, by 

contrast, that Buddhaghosa's inventory counts the heart, kidneys, liver, and other parts of 

the viscera singly among the thirty-two parts of the count, alongside the bones, sinews, and 

other networks.  Such a method produces an anatomy that is in a way more coherent than 

Caraka's, for it counts each part once, and follows a consistently linear logic, multiplying the 

parts systematically into unique shapes and colors.  Caraka, meanwhile, enumerates “parts” 

by a less transparent logic.  His threefold counting of the heart suggests that a “part” is 

constituted by its function more than its form.  Further evidence of this is conveyed by the 

enumeration of organs of sense and action and the body's vital points. 

 Caraka too, though, shows an interest in shapes, and this is significant.  The 

“secondary members” that one should know by “other means” convey by their nomenclature 

alone a miscellany of forms.  Thus one reads of the “lumps” (piṇḍikā) of the thighs, calves, 

and arms; two “pots” (ukha), a “little cow’s tongue” (gojihvikā), and the “conches of the 

ears” (karṇa-putraka). Cakrapāṇidatta explains that these terms are given to the members of 

the list individually (pṛthag uktāḥ) based on their “peculiar characteristics” (avayava-viśeṣa).  

Each name on this list thus denotes a single and otherwise unclassifiable articulation on the 

surface of the body, to be known only by the evocative term it has been given.  The verse, in 

other words, admits that numbers alone cannot capture the totality of the body's forms.  
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Some simply stand alone. 

 

 But the anatomy of Caraka's inventory is divisible by other logics as well.  One is 

the distinction between what “can be seen and even pointed out” (dṛśyaṃ śakyam api 

nirdeṣṭum) and what “can be inferred alone” (tarkyam eva).  These phrases, respectively, 

conclude Verse 13 and open Verse 14, and so mark a peculiar transition in the chapter.  

The parts that can be seen include the limbs, bones, viscera, orifices, and so on, that are 

enumerated in verses 4-10 and 12, as well as the singular forms on the body's surface named 

in Verse 11.  Inference, however, is necessary for knowing the solids named in Verse 14 – 

the sinews, veins, vessels, muscles, vital points, joints, and capillaries – and the fluids in 

Verse 15.  What distinguishes these two categories is not entirely clear.  Cakrapāṇidatta 

solicits a somewhat unsatisfying explanation: 

Even though the list beginning with the sinews is directly observable, still, this list is 

fit for the enumeration being described here, [as] not all of the sinews, etc., are easily 

grasped through direct observation.  Thus it is said that they are to be inferred 

(yady-api snāyv-ādy-api pratyakṣaṃ bhavati, tathā 'pi iha vakṣyamāṇa-saṃkhyā-yuktaṃ 

sarvaṃ snāyv-ādi na pratyakṣeṇa sukara-graham iti tarkyam iti uktam) [commentary to 

IV.7.14]. 

As Cakrapāṇidatta notes, these parts are capable of revealing themselves to the scrutinizing 

eye.  Why, then, are they not all “easily grasped” by observation?  The commentator says 

no more.  I would venture that inference is necessary here because one can see the parts but 
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not easily count them.  The sums that Caraka provides for many of these parts are immense 

and yet remarkably round.  The sinews total 900, the veins 700.  Meanwhile, the fluids 

follow a predictable pattern of distillation.  From the nine handfuls of chyle, they descend 

by each integer until reaching a single handful each of bone marrow, skull fluid, semen, and 

phlegmy ojas.  Indeed, none of these bodily components could be as readily counted as the 

organs or bones.  In the act of dissection, the eyes and hands must wrest distinct fibers and 

tissues from the crimson anarchy of the exposed flesh.  Momentary glimpses seem 

achievable, or the stable sight of a narrow cross-section of the body.  But could patterns 

that span the entire assemblage be enumerated all at once?  And what constitutes a single 

muscle? How does one measure the fluids?  Cakrapāṇidatta recognizes this challenge when 

he comments on the count of the fluids that 

the volume conveyed here of water, etc. is the volume of the [idealized] maximum 

water, etc; therefore, the measure of the water, etc., that is somewhat less and 

somewhat more [than this amount] is in fact the natural measure itself (yad udaka-

āder iha pramāṇam abhidhātavyaṃ tat prakṛṣṭasya udaka-ādeḥ pramāṇaṃ; tena ukta-

pramāṇāt kiñcin-nyūnam api tathā 'dhikam api yad udaka-ādi-mānaṃ tad api prakṛta-

mānam eva) [commentary to IV.7.15]. 

Numbers, goes this logic, are not always stable.  Some shift from person to person and from 

moment to moment.  Fluids flow, making them particularly susceptible to fluctuation.  But 

the body's solid parts must sometimes even be estimated.  Inference thus counts, albeit 

precisely, what cannot be easily counted. 
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 Is this self-defeating?  What is the purpose of inventorying the body when one 

cannot adequately count its parts?  The problematic of Caraka's account seems to be one of 

desire confronting the messy realities of the body's inner landscape.  But the issue at hand is 

really this: what constitute legitimate ways of knowing the body?  For Caraka, perception is 

only one, very flawed way to investigate phenomena: 

It is not rigorous to say that only the visible exists, and nothing else exists.  After all, 

an object may escape detection even if it is perceptible.  This might happen when 

things that do actually exist are either too close, or too far away, or are covered up, 

or if one's senses are weak, or one's attention wavers, or if the objects are right next 

to something identical, or are eclipsed, or are too tiny to be seen [I.11 (Wujastyk 

2001: 61)]. 

Where these blind spots occur, knowledge by other means becomes necessary, and this may 

be acquired through credible testimony (āptopadeśa), inference (anumāna), or combinative 

reasoning (yukti) (I.11). 

 One sees a distinct role in anatomical inventory for inference, about which Caraka 

says generally that “something is inferred after there has been a perception” (I.11 [Wujastyk 

2001: 63]).  Inference, in other words, still depends on observation initially.  But where 

gaps in perceivable knowledge exist, inference serves a useful role.  With the body, certain 

components like the muscles or veins can be seen; still, their counts can only be inferred. 

 How these numeric inferences were made is not generally conveyed by the text.  
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Caraka states that inferences can be made into the past, present, or future (I.11), and he 

affords a glimpse of inferring in the present when he writes of the 29,956 capillaries that 

“there are exactly that many hairs on the head, face, and body” (tāvanti ca eva keśa-śmaśru-

lomāni iti)(IV.7.14).  Counting hairs must have been a calculation nearly as impossible to 

make; still, this example suggests that one could make inferences through homologies 

between the surface and interior of the body.  The count of the body's fluids suggests 

another logic, hypothesizing their refinement by a mechanistic and predictable pattern of 

distillation. 

 

 The addition of inference to the act of observation exposes vast new swaths of bodily 

terrain to enumeration.  Yet there are portions of the body which resist calculation.  This 

is still another scheme by which the author divides up the anatomy: the gross (sthūla) and 

subtle (sūkṣma) bodies.  The gross body comprises all those parts appearing prior to Verse 

16.  All of these can be seen, and either by observation or inference can be counted.  

Moreover, each of them is composed largely of one primary element (mahābhūta), and is 

thus either earthy (pārthiva), watery (āpya), fiery (āgneya), windy (vāyavīya), or ethereal 

(āntarīkṣa) (IV.7.16).  But one cannot name, see, count, or classify the parts of the subtle 

body.  According to Caraka, these parts do not adhere to “the category of atoms” 

(paramāṇu-bheda), and this is because they are very abundant (atibahutva), extremely tiny 

(atisaukṣmya) and beyond the reach of the senses (atīndriyatva) (IV.7.17). 

 This passage, though comprising only a single verse, is significant in its implications, 
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for it admits of a territory in the body that is knowable, yet not by the enumerative powers 

of the anatomist.  Suśruta makes a similar move.  However, as we shall see, his account 

draws a clear line between knowledge that is pertinent to the physician and that which 

matters only to the seeker of a more immaterial goal.  Caraka's account does not do this.  

Just as it deploys a host of logical schemes to catalog the totality of the body, so does it 

suggest that the benefits of this practice are multiple. 

 This occurs as an abrupt shift after Verse 17.  Suddenly, the obscure, technical 

knowledge of anatomy bears the weightiness of matters of life, death, and salvation.  

“Attachment,” Caraka states in Verse 18, “is seeing as a single entity this body that has more 

than one component; liberation is [seeing it as] a multiplicity” (etac charīraṃ saṁkhyātam 

aneka-avayavaṃ dṛṣṭam ekatvena saṁgaḥ, pṛthaktvena apavargaḥ).  This is elaborated in two 

additional ślokas: 

He who would know the counting up of the body fully part-by-part is a physician.  

Thus he is not bound by the delusion that is caused by ignorance (śarīra-saṁkhyāṃ yo 

veda sarva-avayavaśo bhiṣaka / tad ajñāna-nimittena sa mohena na yujyate //).  The 

undeluded is attained by the bases of delusion and not by faults.  Faultless, free from 

desire, tranquil, he becomes quelled, and is not reborn (amūḍho moha-mūlaiś ca na 

doṣair abhibhūyate / nirdoṣo niḥspṛhaḥ śāntaḥ praśāmyaty apunarbhavaḥ //) (IV.7.19-20). 

These passages are striking for a number of reasons.  First, they take up the topic of 

soteriology in what is purportedly a medical treatise, suggesting a disciplinary divide not 

nearly as rigid as our own.  Second, they fail to divide up the body as one might expect; that 
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is, as if the material body was the domain only of the physician, and the subtle body that of 

the metaphysician.  This may be partly due to the subtle body also being thought of as 

material.  But much like Buddhaghosa's account, it is knowledge of the countable parts 

themselves that marks the divide between rebirth and liberation.  Seeing these parts as a 

single body, Caraka says, holds the individual in ignorance, and thus also attachment and 

thus rebirth.  But the one who knows how to count up the parts as a multiplicity becomes 

both a physician and a liberated being.   

 

 The anatomies of Caraka and Buddhaghosa alternately diverge and intersect.  Both 

conclude their accounts by extolling the qualities of the individual who grasps the message of 

multiplicity in the body parts.  Homology also marks a common love of the two: for both, 

the truth of forms and figures in the body are enforced by their recurrences in external 

phenomena.  Buddhaghosa utilizes homology primarily to confirm the number of body parts, 

but his metaphors perhaps also served to suggest that little separated the body's interior 

from the exterior world.  Caraka, when he catches glimpses of interior structures, but 

cannot stabilize their image or ascertain their totality, turns to patterns on the body's surface, 

or the logic of alchemy, or other means less apparent to us now.  For both authors, 

repetition reinforced reality, and vice versa. 

 As too with Buddhaghosa, I would argue that Caraka's anatomy is representative of a 

mode of understanding the world, and is not driven merely by the promise of salvation.  

Buddhists, as we have seen, brought to bear on the body an atomistic logic that made so 
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many phenomena into lists of items.  As I argued, this offered both abstract (liberation) and 

real benefits (mnemonics), but only because Buddhists subjected far more than just anatomy 

to its logic.  Caraka, too, employs sequential thinking, but he does so secondarily to a 

multifaceted dissection technique, in which different parts of the body must be known by 

different means.  Though he never says as much, I like to think of Caraka's anatomy in 

relation to the kind of reasoning known as yukti.  Yukti can denote simply “logic” or 

“reason,” but it also comes from the verbal root √yuj, which means “to join, connect,” and is 

cognate with the English word, “yoke.”  I translate it as “combinative reasoning,” for it 

suggests that a particular phenomenon is the product of multiple causes.  The first chapter 

of the sūtra-sthāna gives a definition along with a number of examples: 

Corn comes about from the conjunction of water, ploughing, seed, and season.  

This is 'making connections'.  So is the creation of fœtuses from the conjunction of 

the six elements.  Fire arises from the conjunction of fire stick, base, and friction.  

The banishment of sickness through the successful combination of the four methods 

of medicine is achieved through 'making connections.' 

There is a mentality which regards existing things as being generated from the 

combination of many causes.  That is what is known as reason (yukti) [I.11 

(Wujastyk 2001: 64)]. 

Unlike the other ways of knowing found in the Caraka-saṃhitā, yukti obtains a looser, less 

technical philosophical sense (Larson 1987: 250).  Gerald Larson calls it “heuristic 

reasoning,” for it is “pragmatically and empirically employed for purposes of getting a useful 
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heuristic grasp on the complexities of the natural world.” (ibid., 251).  Larson also argues 

that yukti is representative of the utilitarian manner with which the āyurvedic treatises use 

philosophical concepts.  “Philosophy for the medical tradition,” he writes, […] is always 

the 'hand-maiden' of natural observation and experimental usage” (ibid., 251-2). 

 Larson suggests that scholar-physicians consciously adopted and employed the 

concept of yukti for their own ends.  But perhaps, for us, yukti might also heuristically signify 

a not necessarily self-conscious mentality present in the āyurvedic texts.  In relation to 

anatomical inventory, Caraka elaborates a “state of the union” of the body, one might say, 

rather than the causes of its constitution.  But this is an anatomy built by a combination of 

logics, a body of qualitatively different parts made yoked.  One is struck by the ease with 

which the author composes this symphony, cuing through a series of overlapping movements 

those parts that can be numbered, measured, and named; observed and inferred; counted 

and deemed uncountable.  Caraka possesses seemingly no hesitation in his implicit 

admission that one logic cannot encapsulate the entire body.  When countable patterns 

cease, he names idiosyncrasies.  When his vision becomes shrouded, he infers.  And when 

the material body seems exhaustively cataloged, he states that more exists beyond the reach 

of the senses.  Similar to Larson's suggestion, philosophy here lends legitimacy to Caraka's 

pragmatic solution for knowing the complex nature of anatomy.  Soteriology, meanwhile, 

offers a much greater reward.  But conscious motives perhaps oversimplify the situation.  

Yukti was an entrenched way of understanding the world, for Caraka perhaps the only 

obvious explanation for a complex thing like the body.  But could a physician make use of 
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his loose assemblage of schemes?  The answer to that question remains unclear. 
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But it has unity only in our thought, since we know it only for having dissected and dismembered it. 
To know it is to have reduced it to parts and pieces.  It gives off scarlet or whitish liquids, or 
hyalines, some of them quite viscous.  We remove elements of varying sizes, fashioned so as to fit 
quite exactly in place: sponges, tubes, fibers, articulated rods.... 

Paul Valéry, Aesthetics 
 

Someone who has heard a great deal, but who has not had any practical experience, will be inept 
when it comes to performing operations. 

Suśruta-saṁhitā I.9 [Wujastyk 2001] 
  

 

Bracelets, Bowls, Tender Bones: Connections and Inflections in the Grammatical Body 

 

Suśruta's inventory of the anatomy (III.3, entire) contains many of the basic features 

found in the accounts of Buddhaghosa and Caraka.  At the heart of the chapter is a list of 

the body's parts.  Like Buddhaghosa, Suśruta breaks down individual parts to note distinct 

shapes among them.  And similar to Caraka, he demonstrates a particular concern to 

establish definitive counts of each part.  Yet Suśruta quite consciously distances himself 

from the soteriological concerns of the other two anatomies, and this is reflected throughout 

his account.  In the most concrete manifestations of his analysis – the parts that he counts, 

the shapes that he describes, and the numbers he puts forward – one detects a much 

different agenda at play.  In short, his inventory of the anatomy illuminates a novel 

coherence in the logic of the body's assembly, reflective of an interest in the body as a whole 

rather than an irreducible multiplicity. 

 A careful reader might grasp a hint of this new bodily logic in the first verse: 
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“Henceforth, we will now explain in detail a part of the Section on the Body, namely, the 

grammar (vyākaraṇa) of the enumeration of the body” (athātaḥ śarīra-saṁkhyā-vyākaraṇaṃ 

śārīraṃ vyākhyāsyāmaḥ).  The verbal root vy-ā√kṛ, from which vyākaraṇa derives, means “to 

divide, separate” and also, tellingly, “to explain” (Monier Williams 2005: 1035).  A 

vyākaraṇa is thus a separation, a distinction, an explanation.  But this isn't all.  In a more 

specialized sense, a vyākaraṇa is also a “grammar” (ibid.), and the subsequent text of the 

chapter bears out the choice of this particular translation.  It is difficult to not simply 

overlook the word “grammar” in the opening verse.  The words are almost the same as 

Caraka's first sentence (“Henceforth we will explain in detail the part of the śārīra-sthāna on 

the enumeration of the body...”), and the ensuing method of analysis is essentially identical.  

The full weight of the term only becomes clear when we have grasped the larger logic of 

Suśruta's inventory. 

 What might a “grammar of the enumeration of the body” look like?  The Oxford 

English Dictionary gives us a suggestion.  It states that “grammar” is   

that department of the study of a language which deals with its inflexional forms or 

other means of indicating the relations of words in the sentence, and with the rules 

for employing these in accordance with established usage. 

As I will show, Suśruta's grammatical analysis of the body not only catalogs the basic parts – 

what might be considered root forms – but also describes the relationships between them, 

which the parts express in various but predictable inflections.   
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  The notion of a “grammar of the body” has a remarkably postmodern ring to it.  It 

reflects the privilege that metaphors of reading and writing have come to enjoy in scholarly 

discourse in the last few decades.  It also reflects a favored object of this discourse: that 

metonymy we call “the body” (Wujastyk 2009).  Today we are compelled to “read” the 

body as a “text,” to convey how it is “inscribed” by power and knowledge (ibid.).  It may 

seem unusual even to remark on this, so naturalized has this discourse become in scholarship, 

so vast the influence of Foucault and Derrida.  But here we find it, framing knowledge in a 

Sanskrit medical treatise some 2,000 years ago. 

 Then again, to attribute the power of this mode of interpretation to the magisterial 

insights of two intellectuals, or simply to its entrenchment in recent scholarship across many 

disciplines, is to confuse western history and so misplace the “naturalness” of the affinity 

between the act of writing and the object of the human body.  We forget, for instance, that 

before the term syntax became the exclusive property of linguistics, it referred to any orderly 

grouping of components, including body parts.  Thus in 1615 the anatomist Helkiah 

Crooke could state that “the universal compage or coagmentation of the bones is called a 

Syntax” (Crooke 1631: 930, quoted in Garber 1997: 34), and later that century the 

theologian John Edwards could similarly claim that “this single [argument]..from the Fabrick 

and Syntax of Man's Body is sufficient to evince the Truth of a Deity” (Edwards 1696:  

II.VI.124, quoted in Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. 'syntax, n.').  As Marjorie Garber 

writes, the term 'syntax' once operated within “an intellectual and conceptual space 
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modeled on the body, and, quite specifically, on its 'connexions' or joints” (1997: 35).20   In 

pre-modern India, where the science of grammar ruled, it seems that the logic of the body 

could also be modeled on the 'connexions' between words.   

 

 But let us begin where Suśruta does in his inventory, with the most basic division of 

the body: the “primary members” (aṅga).  Suśruta describes the formation of these parts – 

the four limbs, the head, and the trunk – out of the interaction of the five major elements 

(mahābhūta) in the womb (III.5.3).  A list of “secondary members” (pratyaṅga) follows 

(III.5.4), the very class of strange shapes that so captured Caraka's interest too.  The lists 

here are not the same.  Suśruta first lists the externally visible forms of the body that appear 

singly: ¨the skull, abdomen, back, navel, forehead, nose, chin¨ and so on.  This is followed 

by a longer list of the members that come in pairs, such as the eyes, ears, shoulders, armpits, 

buttocks, and knees.  There are no “pots” or “conchs,” as Caraka enumerates, only basic 

additions to the nondescript mass of the primary members.  In essence, Suśruta opens by 

describing in increasing complexity the various articulations of the body's external form, first 

by its gross distinctions and then by its minor protuberances and hollows. 

 But Suśruta exhausts little of his enumerative powers on these parts, which are quite 

easy to count anyway.  The core part of the chapter begins in Verse 5, with the list of 

constituent parts: 

And the count is of that – skins, membranes, tissue elements, waste matter, humors, 

                                                
20 It is perhaps no coincidence that the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries saw the study of anatomy in Europe 

erupt at the same time as occurred the first publications of vernacular grammars. 
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liver, spleen, lungs, stomach, heart, viscera, entrails, kidneys, apertures, tendons, nets, 

bundles, rope-like tendons, seams, clusters, lines of separation [on the bones], bones, 

joints, sinews, muscles, vital points, fine vessels, tubes, and promoting channels (tasya 

punaḥ saṁkhyāna – tvacaḥ kalā dhātavo malā doṣā yakṛt-plīhānau phuphusa uṇḍuko 

hṛdayam āśayā antrāṇi vṛkkau srotāṃsi kaṇḍarā jālāni kūrcā rajjavaḥ sevanyaḥ 

saṁghātāḥ sīmantā asthīni sandhayaḥ snāyavaḥ peśyo marmāṇi sirā dhamanyo yoga-

vahāni srotāṃsi ca). 

Ḍalhaṇa, an eleventh-century commentator, explains what defines this list: 

Having conveyed the primary and secondary members related [to the count], the 

author states the analysis of those components which are assembled among the parts, 

beginning with the skins (etāny aṅga-pratyaṅgāny āśraya-bhūtāni pratipādya eteṣv 

avayaveṣu ye samāśritās tvagādy avayavās teṣāṃ vyākaraṇam āha – tasya punar ityādi) 

[commentary to Verse 5].   

The subjects of Suśruta's inventory are, in other words, the materials that gird the growth 

and articulation of the body.  As is the case with the counts of Buddhaghosa and Caraka, 

this includes equally the body's solids and liquids, single items and frameworks, and internal 

and external parts.  But there is a distinct difference.  Our other accounts apply logics that 

work against the reassembly of the body — Buddhaghosa by conveying all the parts together 

indiscriminately, Caraka by categorizing the parts by how they must be known.  For a 

number of reasons, however, Suśruta's achieves the opposite effect: it gradually fleshes out a 

cohesive body as each distinct part is tallied. 
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 Interestingly, Suśruta does this in some measure through the same anatomical feature 

that captures the other authors’ attentions: shapes.  Returning to Verse 5, Suśruta mentions 

in his inventory such parts as the “webs” (jāla), “bundles” (kūrca), “ropes” (rajju), “seams” 

(sevanī), “clusters” (saṃghāta), and “lines” (sīmanta) (III.5.5).  Recall momentarily the 

shapes counted by Buddhaghosa and Caraka, which similarly mix form with nomenclature to 

imbue the flesh with the materials of the outer world.  Unlike these, which mark discrete 

fragments – the whirl of the ear, each bone of the toes – Suśruta's shapes label the body's 

countable interior patterns.  Of the webs, for instance, Suśruta writes: 

The webs of the flesh, vessels, sinews, and bones are each one four.  They are joined 

together with the wrists and ankles, connected to one another, and latticed together, 

by which the body is latticed (māṃsa-sirā-snāyv-asthi-jālāni pratyekaṃ catvāri; tāni 

maṇibandha-gulpha-saṃśritāni paraspara-nibaddhāni paraspara-gavākṣitāni ceti, ye 

gavākṣitam idam śarīram) [III.5.12]. 

These shapes not only mark patterns of form; at times they also convey a natural 

concordance between shape and utility.  Nomenclature itself, like “ropes,” suggests such a 

harmony.  At other times, metaphors make this more explicit, as in this pair of ślokas: 

As a boat that is covered over with planks and fastened with many ties, 

being well-laden and filled with men, would be able carry loads in the water, 

 so men are very strong because they are bound by an abundance of sinews, 

known [to be] as numerous in the body as the joints. 

Naur yathā phalaka-āstīrṇā bandhanair bahubhir yutā / 
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Bhāra-kṣamā bhaved apsu nṛ-yuktā susamāhitā // 

Evam eva śarīre 'smin yāvantaḥ sandhayaḥ smṛtāḥ / 

snāyubhir bahubhir baddhās tena bhāra-sahā narāḥ // [III.5.33-34] 

 Kuriyama writes of how Galen “lingered on the flawless fit between form and 

function, marveling at how the shape of each organ perfectly expressed its use” (1999:166).  

The sentiment rings true here as well, but one must not overstate the similarity.  No express 

utility, for instance, is given to the “bundles” of the body, which are found in the hands, feet, 

neck, and penis (III.5.13).  Ḍalhaṇa notes that “bundles are like bundles; they may be 

ascertained by the name itself” (kūrcā iva kūrcāḥ, nāmnā-eva-ākṛtir unneyā) (commentary to 

III.5.13).  Particular components may correspond to particular functions, but function is 

not the critical concern of the inventory.  Instead, both form and function operate within a 

larger logic of the body. 

  This becomes apparent when we shift to the taxonomies of shapes that individual 

parts are said to take.  Here a “grammar of the enumeration of the body” truly begins to 

emerge.  Four of what could be considered the most crucial parts to the structure of the 

body are given this consideration: bones, joints, sinews, and muscles.  For each part, Suśruta 

offers a taxonomy of forms that it takes in various places in the body.  We learn in Verse 20, 

for instance, that the bones appear in one of five forms: “bowl” (kapāla), “dentin” (rucaka), 

“tender” (taruṇa), “bracelet” (valaya), and “reed” (nalaka).   Muscles, he says later, are 

either “thick or thin, coarse or fine, flat or round, short or long, firm or soft, and rough or 

smooth” (bahula-pelava-sthūla-aṇu-pṛthu-vṛtta-hrasva-dīrgha-sthīra-mṛdu-slakṣṇa-
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karkaśa)(III.5.40).  Suśruta's attention to the breadth of anatomical patterns, and his 

privileging of thorough accounting over scrutinizing function, is especially present in his 

morphology of the joints: 

These joints are of eight kinds: moveable, mortar, ball-like, crossing-over, seamed-

with-sutures, crow’s beak, round, and convolvular (ta ete sandhayo 'ṣṭavidhāḥ — 

kora-ulūkhala-sāmudga-pratara-tunna-sevānī-vāyasa-tuṇḍa-maṇḍala-śaṅkha-āvartāḥ).  

Of these, the “moveable” are in the digits, wrists, ankles, knees, and elbows; the 

“mortars” are in the armpits, groin, and teeth sockets; the “ball-like” are in the 

shoulders, seat, anus, genitals, and buttocks; the “crossing-over” are in the neck and 

spinal column; the “seamed-with-sutures” are in the head and hips; the “crow’s 

beaks” are on both sides of the jaws; the “rounds” are in the throat, heart, eyes, right 

lung, and tubes; and the “convolvular” are in the triangular meeting place of the ear 

(teṣām aṅguli-maṇibandha-gulpha-jānu-kūrpareṣu korāḥ sandhayaḥ, kakṣā-vaṅkṣaṇa-

daśaneṣu ulūkhalāḥ, aṃsa-pīṭha-guda-bhaga-nitambeṣu sāmudgāḥ, grīvā-pṛṣṭha-

vaṃśayoḥ pratarāḥ, śiraḥ-kaṭī-kapāleṣu tannu-sevanyaḥ, hanvor ubhayatas tu vāyasa-

tuṇḍāḥ, kaṇṭha-hṛdaya-netra-kloma-nāḍīṣu maṇḍalāḥ, śrotra-śṛṅgāṭakeṣu śaṅkha-

āvartāḥ). Their shapes are explained as a general rule by the names themselves (teśāṃ 

nāmabhir eva ākṛtayaḥ prāyeṇa vyākhyātāḥ) [III.5.27]. 

The reckoning up of the body's “joints” here is quite literal.  Any coming-together of 

components counts, not merely those merging places of the bones, as we typically define the 

term.  Suśruta reveals his guiding concern in this passage well: by what forms do the 
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components of the body fit together? 

  Patterns of forms resound in the body.  As Suśruta explains, these properties arise 

“naturally according to place [in the body]” (yathā-pradeśaṃ svabhāvata eva).  Ḍalhaṇa states 

that Suśruta is establishing “distinctions in nomenclature” (nāma-viśeṣa), “for the sake of 

teaching the particularities of arrangement” (racanā-viśeṣa-jñāpana-artham) (commentary to 

II.5.20).  In other words, components like the muscles and bones inflect differently 

depending upon their positioning in relation to other components.  Moreover, they do so 

by natural and self-evident rules. 

  What emerges, then, in Suśruta's account, is the reckoning up of a natural 

grammatical correctness of the body.  The assemblage is built of an elaborate array of 

components, arranged in regular and predictable patterns, each inflected by the presence of 

those around it.  Function, in this logic, is more specifically the roles that various parts play 

in assembling the body: bones give it a structure, “ropes” and sinews bind it together, 

muscles fill it out and give it strength.  “Bundles” and “clusters” are less evidently functional, 

yet their patterned presence is undeniable and thus fundamental to the constitution of the 

body. 

 Grammatical correctness defines Suśruta's inventory elsewhere in the chapter as well.  

One method of explication used repeatedly is to detail the count of a particular component, 

such as the bones, in one leg of the body, followed by a phrase such as, “Therefore, the other 

leg and the two arms are as explained” (etena itara-sakthi bāhū ca vyākhyātau)(III.5.19).  

Another evocative moment comes in Suśruta's enumeration of the muscles.  Here, we 
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encounter an anatomical lacuna for Indian physicians; namely, if one is establishing a 

standard set of numbers, how does one handle sexual difference?  Suśruta states in his 

preliminary account (III.5.36) that there are 500 muscles in the body, three of which are 

found in the penis and testicles.  He adds later that women have twenty extra: ten in the 

breasts, four in the vaginal canal, three connected with the cervix, and three that “form an 

entrance for semen and menstrual blood” (III.5.39).  Śloka 41 adds an additional caveat: 

“The muscles of men stated previously as originating in the penis and testicles / are the same 

ones located inside of women covering over the uterus” (Puṃsaṃ peśyaḥ purastād yāḥ proktā 

lakṣaṇa-muskajāh / Strīṇām āvṛtya tiṣṭhanti phalam antar-gataṃ hi tāḥ) (III.5.41).  Ḍalhaṇa 

informs us of dissent among the physicians: Gayī and Bhoja, two other commentators, both 

claim that the muscles of the penis and testicles don't appear in women.  Thus women 

simply have three less muscles than men (commentary to III.5.41).  Given his penchant for 

thoroughness, and his desire to establish a rule-abiding anatomy, we should not be surprised 

to find such consideration of sexual difference in Suśruta's account.  (Neither Caraka nor 

Buddhaghosa make similar observations.)  The single-sexed body, built upon an “inverted 

penis” model of female genitalia reminiscent of that which held sway in western biology until 

the eighteenth century (Laqueur 1990), reflects here I think the grammarian's dream of 

inviolable syntactic rules, in this case the standard of the count.  It is no doubt a rule 

founded upon the bodies of men, yet what is key here is that the desire to establish a single, 

definitive enumeration sets the grounds by which sexual difference is defined.  Thus genital 

muscles vary in location but not in their very existence.  
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 In this thesis' introduction, I quoted Charles Malamoud's (1996) argument that 

animal sacrifice in the Vedas transpires always with an eye toward the ritual reconstitution of 

the victim.  Malamoud elaborates two modes by which this reunification is accomplished in 

the texts.  In the first, found at Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa 3.8.4, small pieces of the victim's body 

are offered as oblations 33 times, the same number which distinguishes human beings within 

the order of animals, since they uniquely possess twenty digits and thirteen vital breaths.  

The number thus links the dead animal with the living human body, and thus also the victim 

with the sacrificer (171-2).  The second occurs at Aitareya Brāhmaṇa 7.1.  Here, the 

sacrificial body is divided into 36 distinct parts, the same number of feet found in the Vedic 

bṛhatī verse (8-8-12-8).  The victim's division then reflects what is in the logic of Vedic 

meter “a given, or an articulated whole, whose unity is pre-posited and made up of elements 

that are at once discontinuous (discrete) and coherent….The victim can be an offering 

because the divider's knife makes it into a poem analogue” (ibid., 173). 

 I find it compelling to conceive of the anatomical counts of Buddhaghosa, Caraka, 

and Suśruta as in some way heirs to the Vedic paśor vibhaktiḥ, or “division of the victim.”  

Suśruta's inventory in particular, I think, shows a recurrence of the sacrificial sense of the 

dismembered body as “poem analogue.”  Absent is the symbolic logic by which the body is 

divisible yet coherent like poetic meter.  Instead, cohesiveness is present as a property of the 

body itself, discernible in the various shapes that individual parts naturally take in the 

flawless assembly of the body. 
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 The other two authors quite clearly reject this logic, composing inventories such that 

the very possibility of unity cannot overcome the irrevocable separateness of the parts.  

Suśruta, meanwhile, reassembles the body in dissection much as the Vedic priests do.  But 

what was Suśruta's motive? 

 

 Much has been made of Verse 49 in this chapter, Suśruta's famous instructions on 

preparing a corpse for dissection.  Indeed the verse is a remarkable and singularly detailed 

window onto this practice as it was performed in ancient India.  Basham (1976) has 

interpreted limitations in Indian knowledge of the internal organs within the rib cage as a 

reflection of the technique that the passage describes.  Meanwhile, Zysk (1986) has utilized 

the verse as evidence that Brahminical taboos regarding the polluting presence of corpses 

inhibited Suśruta from direct contact with the body during dissection.  Whatever the merits 

of these analyses (and I wholeheartedly disagree with Zysk's assessment), both presume that 

anatomical structure should be self-evident to the viewer, whereby “incorrect” observations 

can be blamed on religious inhibitions or flaws in technique.  By this point in the thesis, it 

should be clear that one can open up a body and see a variety of forms, structures, and 

operative logics.  Thus it is necessary to inquire into the specific way that each author 

engages with the body, as well as the various ideologies that guide their anatomies.  If 

Buddhaghosa and Caraka demonstrated the body's multiplicity for soteriological reasons, 

then we can assume that Suśruta's presentation of the body's unity should work towards a 

different end.   
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 Two themes stand out at the conclusion of Suśruta's account (Verses 46-51) that 

distinguish it from those of Buddhaghosa and Caraka: its effusive praise of “knowledge of 

surgery” (śalya-jñāna), and its repeated mention of the value of the faculty of sight for 

acquiring and confirming anatomical knowledge.  Verses 46-48 exemplify this: 

46. This definitive opinion on the discipline of knowledge which is of the body 

limited by the skin cannot be described in any discipline without knowledge of 

surgery (tvak-paryantasya dehasya yo 'yam aṅga-viniścayaḥ / śalya-jñānād ṛte na eṣa 

varṇyate 'ṅgeṣu keṣucit //). 

47. Therefore, having cleansed a dead body, one who longs for knowledge of surgery, 

who has acquired indubitable knowledge, can observe the definitive nature of the 

discipline (tasmān niḥsaṃśayaṃ jñānaṃ hartrā śalyasya vāñchatā / śodhayitvā mṛtaṃ 

samyag-draṣṭavyo 'ṅga-viniścayaḥ //). 

48. For that which one may see by direct observation, and that which one may see in 

the treatise – the growth of knowledge is still greater that is the pair in combination 

(pratyakṣato hi yad dṛṣṭaṃ śāstra-dṛṣṭaṃ ca yad bhavet / samāsatas tad ubhayaṃ bhūyo 

jñāna-vivardhanam //) [III.5.46-8]. 

 In these verses, Suśruta suggests a decisive bond between the visual study of bodies and the 

acquisition of surgical knowledge.  In short, one must know surgery in order to fully grasp 

anatomy, while one grasps anatomy “definitively” only by studying an opened body.  Still, 

the greatest knowledge is that produced by a combination of “direct observation” and study 

of the “treatise.” 
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 Neither Buddhaghosa nor Caraka speak of the relationship between anatomy and 

medical practice, nor with such brio about the evocative power of vision for knowing the 

body.  Though these themes may suggest simply unique qualities of Suśruta's inventory, I 

would go further, and argue that they reflect a conscious positioning of this particular 

method and its findings as distinct and superior, particularly in relation to Caraka's anatomy.  

Evidence of this occurs at various points in the text.  Suśruta begins the chapter with a 

Sāṁkhyan description of the formation of the body: an embryo (garbha) – a mixture of 

semen, blood, matter (prakṛti), matter's products (vikāra), and consciousness (cetanā) – is 

built up by the five elements into the six primary members (head-neck, trunk, two arms, two 

legs), after which it becomes endowed with the secondary members (“hands, feet, tongue, 

nose, ears...”).  It is then considered a “body” (śarīra) (III.5.3).  This passage helpfully 

serves to define what constitutes a body.  More importantly, it establishes the field of 

biology within which Suśruta defines the concerns of anatomy.  After this passage, Suśruta 

disregards the elements and the parts of the embryo; an inventory, he suggests, is concerned 

with the primary and secondary members, and more specifically, with the components that 

make them up.  Ḍalhaṇa, commenting on Verse 3, reckons up the ingredients of the 

embryo as totaling 25, which he then dismisses as “a sum said to be suitable for yogis” 

(yoginām upayogī pañca-viṃśatiko rāśir uktaḥ) (commentary to III.5.3).  The six primary 

members, he then states, are “useful for a physician” (bhiṣajām upayoginaṃ) (ibid.).  At 

another point in the chapter, Suśruta introduces the count of the bones in the following way: 

“Those who know the Vedas say that there are 360 bones, but in surgery manuals there are 
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exactly 300” (trīṇi saṣaṣṭāny-asthi-śatāni veda-vādino bhāṣante; śalya-tantreṣu tu trīṇy-eva śatāni) 

(III.5.18).  Of course, 360 is the sum found in the Atharva Veda and the Śatapatha 

Brāhmaṇa (see Hoernle 1907).  It is also, significantly, the count of Caraka.   

 Suśruta writes less in opposition to “yogis” and the Vedas in these passages than he 

does based on a desire to define a field of study and a kind of text – the surgery manual – 

distinct from traditional sources of anatomical knowledge.  What distinguishes this novel 

discursive form and medium is suggested in the concluding verses cited above.  First, 

dissection via Suśruta's technique affords one a direct vantage upon the components of the 

body; thus, one does not need to depend on textual authority to establish an inventory.  

But dissection is necessitated in the first place by the Suśrutan physician's passion for the art 

of surgery.  Surgical procedures demanded previous acquaintance with the flesh.  Verse 48, 

which praises the combination of empirical and textual knowledge, suggests that neither way 

of knowing was inherently superior; rather, the significance of anatomical observation is 

practical and context-specific.  25, 360: these numbers are not suitable for the surgeon; 6, 

300: these counts are. 

 Presumably – the text does not say – these concerns also drove Suśruta to construct 

an inventory of a unified anatomy.  Enumerating sums of discrete parts with an eye towards 

their multiplicity leaves the body in fragments.  It ignores how things fit together.  Surgery, 

meanwhile, demands such a holistic understanding.  One must know, when parts are 

disconnected, incomplete, or violated by foreign objects, how to make the body once again 

solid and whole.  This was possible in part because the body possessed a legible grammar.  
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The logic of Suśruta's anatomy recalls Foucault's description of one of the discoveries of 

Bichat: 

The presence of tissues of the same texture throughout the organism makes it 

possible to see from one disease to another resemblances, kinships, and, in short, a 

whole system of communications inscribed in the deep configuration of the body.  

This non-local configuration is made up of interlocking concrete generalities, a 

whole organized system of implications [1994: 130]. 

For the French anatomists these resemblances created a topology for the mapping of disease, 

while for Suśruta, it seems they paved the way for surgical repair.  The text's descriptions of 

plastic surgery on the nose, ears, and lips (I.16) suggest something like this in the grafting of 

skin from one part of the body to another.  Importantly, this “whole system of 

communications” also defined a polemic within the medical community.  It suggested that 

physicians and theorists have different concerns; that anatomy, for the physicians at least, 

should be a practical affair; and that the inventory of the body should be determined by 

dissection and direct observation.  Together, these attitudes produce a “grammar of the 

enumeration of the body” – an accounting of how the body's components are variously and 

naturally inflected to fit together in the assembly of the body. 
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We tend now to take for granted that a doctor’s training should begin with the study of inner 
structures and functions, with mastery of anatomy and physiology.  But there was an era when the 
body represented something quite different from the entity that we imagine now — a discrete given, 
an independent and isolated object.  Once upon a time, all reflection on what we call the body was 
inseparable from inquiry into places and directions, seasons and winds.  Once upon a time, human 
being was embedded in a world. 

Shigehisa Kuriyama, The Expressiveness of the Body 
 

 

Conclusion: Anatomies and Desires 

 

In his commentary on the inventory of the body in the Caraka-saṃhitā, 

Cakrapāṇidatta explains just what is at stake in the act of enumeration: 

For the purposes of the supreme goal, attachment is said (to be) seeing this body as a 

single entity, due to ignorance in counting, even though it has more than one 

component (parama-arthato 'neka-avayavam api tac charīraṃ saṁkhyāne mohād 

ekatvena dṛṣṭaṃ saṁga ucyate saṁga-hetur bhavati ity arthaḥ) [commentary to IV.7.18 

(emphasis added)]. 

I find it both wonderful and strange, when simplified in this way, that the weightiness of 

rebirth and liberation could be reduced to a matter of knowing how to properly count.  It is, 

in a way, an elegant distillation of a whole strand of thinking in ancient India: attachment is 

possible only because one mistakes things as single – the body, the self – that are in fact 

many – ever-changing thoughts, an assemblage of parts.  Both Buddhaghosa and Caraka 

treat anatomy as a means for realizing this.  Suśruta, meanwhile, takes dissection to be a 
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more practical exercise, yet one upon which the legitimacy of his profession still depends. 

 It is not easy to say where this curious predilection for enumerating the body began.  

Western anatomy has long made its focal point the body's structure – the placement and fit 

of the parts, the assemblage of parts to form a whole.  One need only think of Gray's 

Anatomy (1858), that (in later editions) colorful textbook diagramming each part as it is 

housed in the body.  Or its predecessor by some centuries, Vesalius's magisterial De 

Humani Corporis Fabrica (1543), with its depictions of walking and posing corpses in various 

stages of “undress.”  What defines the anatomist's study of the parts of the body is the 

attention to their structures and positions; that is, the distinguishing of individual parts 

occurs as a means toward understanding their assembly in the totality of the body.  But it is 

not a given in the Indian sources that from what has been dismembered one can build the 

body anew.  What unites these texts instead is their peculiar desire to figuratively sort out 

the pieces: a pile of bones here, the muscles next separated and counted, now the individual 

organs laid out in a row.  Should these parts be put back together?  This question marks 

the ideological dividing line between these texts. 

 On one side of this debate, we find Caraka and Buddhaghosa both consciously 

dismembering the body such that its totality is made unrecoverable.  Buddhaghosa does so 

by emphasizing the discreteness of the each body part, and leaving us no information about 

how they relate to one another.  Caraka shows the multiplicity of the body through the 

many means needed to know its contents.  This makes sense: to show how the body is a 

single entity would achieve the very notion they are trying to disprove.  On the other side of 
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this divide, Suśruta makes the body known as a composite which nevertheless neatly fits 

together.  The split, in short, falls along the lines of metaphysical versus practical intent. 

 Yet such a division is misleading, for it posits too rigid a divide between these texts.  

First, their anatomies share many qualities.  This includes their terminology and mutual 

love of numbers, shapes, and homologies.  And it includes evidence in all three texts of 

engagement in dissection, for which – and this must be emphasized – none express any 

concern about pollution.  Second, all three authors are guided by a constellation of 

concerns, and not merely practical or spiritual ones.  While Buddhaghosa has soteriology in 

mind when he carves up the body, he is also engaging in a conventional Buddhist method of 

explaining reality – the numbered list – that has mnemonics as well as epistemology in mind.  

Caraka, meanwhile, seems guided in part by the Sāṁkhyan notion of yukti when he takes the 

body as knowable only by a host of means.  And Suśruta writes determined to define a 

particular way of knowing the body as definitive for his discipline.  When we read these 

accounts closely, rather than affix to them generic labels like “medical” and “religious,” we 

become aware of the complex and distinctive discursive space that each inhabits.  In this 

space, the details of anatomy, the logic of the body's assembly, and the motive for this 

knowledge all reflect one another.  They are also colored by other practical and ideological 

concerns.  And, finally, they at times also converge with one another.   

 

 Kuriyama and Foucault both tell us that the value of anatomy was not always so 

obvious in regard to medical practice.  Foucault describes (1994: 124-6) the mythology that 
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quickly came to envelop the inspection of dead bodies in the eighteenth century, just as the 

practice was gaining new prominence. This posited that religious prohibitions had long-

strangled a practice that doctors knew to contain the necessary data for the advancement of 

medical knowledge.  With the dawn of the Enlightenment, it suddenly became possible to 

“open up a few corpses,” and a new understanding of the body and disease rapidly ensued.  

Foucault disproves this reimagining of events by those who could not fathom a time when 

dissection was not essential to the physician's training.  In fact, bodies had always been 

available to those who wished to study them.  What changed was the new belief that the 

dead had something necessary to say about the living.  Anatomy became endowed with 

meaning that was no longer merely topographical, but now also chronological. 

In a similar vein, Kuriyama (1999: 121-3) alerts us to the doubts among ancient 

Greeks about the value of anatomy to medicine.  Even Galen, who composed the most 

sophisticated work on the structure of the body, criticized anatomists for devoting all their 

time to patterns, forms, and numbers rather than functions: 

The most useful part of the science of anatomy lies in just that exact study neglected 

by professed experts.  It would have been better to be ignorant of how many valves 

there are in each orifice of the heart, or how many vessels minister to it, or how or 

whence they come, or how the paired cranial nerves reach the brain, than not to 

know what muscles extend or flex the upper and lower arm and wrist, or thigh, leg, 

and foot [Singer 1956: 34, quoted in ibid., 123]. 

 Were such details of the organs and tissues equally superfluous in ancient India?  
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Consider the labor of the āyurvedic doctor: through a meticulous weighing of individual and 

environmental factors, he calibrated a regimen of particular foods, medicines, and activities.  

Success depended upon the knowledge of whether various treatments worked to treat 

disease.  One could gain this from textual study, but ultimately it was experience that 

governed therapeutics, for it confirmed or refuted what the texts said, and provided the 

laboratory in which therapies were concocted and tested.  What contexts in all of this 

would necessitate a detailed knowledge of the body, particularly the sums of its parts?  

Surgery, perhaps, though one would assume this was a rare practice.  And one needed a firm 

grasp of the process by which food and drink were stored and processed in the elaborate 

āyurvedic web of internal receptacles and channels.  But this would not have required one to 

have personally inspected an opened body.  Kuriyama's statement about Greek medicine 

must have been true in India as well, that “both in scope and in detail, ancient anatomy 

extended far beyond the needs of ancient healers” (1999: 123). 

 Which brings us around to what have been the central questions of this thesis: if not 

inherently for the purpose of practicing medicine, then what was the function of studying 

anatomy in ancient India? And how was what one found inside the body framed by this 

intention?  This thesis has suggested that a number of purposes and understandings were 

possible when curious individuals performed dissections.  Some did indeed see anatomy as 

practical medical knowledge, and imagined the logic of the flesh accordingly.  Others 

wished in doing dissections to reveal that disjuncture was the body's natural condition, 

contrary to our illusions of its unity. 
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 In a broader way then, this thesis also speaks to how flexible the interior of the body 

is, to borrow a phrase from Emily Martin.  This seems almost implausible, so concrete and 

familiar are our bodies.  Yet our sources suggest that a great many things can be witnessed 

below the surface of the skin.  Perhaps this variety of forms and logics reflects the bloody 

and chaotic nature of anatomical observation. “Then, while it is being perforated, one enters 

the sixth [and deepest layer of skin] as a blind man goes into the darkness,” writes Caraka 

(ṣaṣṭī tu yasyāṃ chinnāyāṃ tāmyaty andha iva tamaḥ praviśati) (IV.7.4).  But it also has 

something to do with the supreme intimacy of the body.  Dissection is a peculiar event – it 

affords one a view of something so close yet almost always totally veiled.  Peering into the 

body of another, the anatomist becomes the object of his or her own gaze.   

 One might contend that the anatomies of Buddhaghosa, Caraka, and Suśruta reflect 

a failure to properly see.  Indeed, they only somewhat resemble the nature of the body as we 

know it.  Yet this ignores the fundamental aspect of desire in any act of defining the body 

(Kuriyama 1999: 63-4).  That which drove European physicians to reduce sphygmology to 

counting beats was “the fierce yearning for clarity” which numbers could best provide (ibid., 

64 [author's emphasis]).  And the Greeks' fascination with muscles reflected their wish for a 

somatic correlative to the power of volition (ibid., 144-51).  The anatomies studied in this 

thesis display a range of other desires: the desire for the body to refract the numerical and 

morphological logics of the outer world; the desire for the body to fit together like the words 

of a sentence, or the beads of a necklace; the desire for the eyes to see all that the physician 

needed to know, or, on the contrary, to confirm their own limited potential to reveal things.  
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Most of all, our sources reflect a longing that anatomical inventory offered profound truths 

about life and death, or about health and disease.  Each in its own way writes against the 

threat of miscalculation.  And so cutting open a body and reckoning the parts up becomes 

an utterly necessary act. 
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